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Abstract

This interpretive research study examines peer leadership in a distributed online MBA community of practice at New States University (NSU pseudonym, based in USA).  It explores ways in which faculty members in a global business course, NMBA616 (pseudonym), negotiate relationships, meaning and identity in their efforts to be effective teachers and address their own needs for professional growth and development.  The research participants provide insights about community formation and function in a virtual domain where they work together at a distance without meeting face-to-face.  The study appears to be a new application of culture code methodology, symbolic interactionism and social learning theory as they conjoin on social, psychological and organizational levels. To my knowledge it is the first study of an MBA virtual community of practice.
Research interviews were conducted primarily by distance using web-based technology, teleconferences and email, as well as some face to face discussion.  The central questions are:  1) To what extent does a distributed faculty team in an online global business management course constitute a community of practice?  2) What is the nature of faculty relationships in the online global business management course? and 3) What are the leadership issues in a virtual practice setting?  Findings reveal that online community practitioners are resourceful in creating peer leadership that is embedded within the group and its relationships.  
The study is motivated by my personal interests and professional experience, as well as by the quest of online colleagues for ways to assess, support and improve themselves and their practice.  Building on personal experience as an online business communications instructor, the thesis presents an example of peer leadership in a virtual global business community of practice and in its completion stands as a case study. 
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Acronyms and Abbreviations						7 

Definitions
Active learning: Engaged, self-directed learning when individuals se their own learning goals in a specific learning context.

Andragogy:  The philosophy and practice of adult education where focus is on the learner, in contrast to pedagogy where focus is on the teacher.

Asynchronous:  Not at the same time. As in online learning where individuals participate on a theme at times convenient to them.

Best practice:   A technique, method or process held to be most effective for achieving a desired outcome, but which may omit accounting for errors, rationale and unwritten difficulties that enable breakthroughs in group progress.

Capstone courses:  The final courses in a program of study.

Constructivism:  A theory which maintains that individuals learn by creating/constructing their own understanding through self-directed learning activities.

Distributed learning:  Learning that occurs at a distance, where individuals cannot rely on face-to-face interactions.  Use of Internet technologies to connect people, learning platforms and content.  May or may not involve individuals who are campus-based.

Distributed leadership:  Leadership that occurs at a distance, where leaders connect through communications technologies.

Good practice:  An evaluative and descriptive term used to reflect consensus among a group of practitioners or professionals about activities leading to effective management and evaluation of learning and teaching. 

Pedagogy:  The philosophy and practice of teaching children when focus is on the teacher, in contrast to andragogy – adult education – when focus is on the learner. 

Stakeholder:   Any individual or group holding vested interest in an enterprise; may be in the form of interests, financial or other resources generally approached as internal and external stakeholders.

Synchronous:  At the same time, as in a teleconference or web-based conference when all people are present together.

Virtual:  Web-based communication and practice; access in synchronous or asynchronous time.
















EED:	Designation of University of Exeter modules followed by a number

EFL:	English as a foreign language

F2F:	Face-to-face:  Refers to settings where individuals are physically present in 	contrast to at-a-distance.

MBA:	Master of Business Administration		





TESOL:   Teaching of English as a second or other language

VCoP:	Virtual community of practice
					  Chapter 1
Setting the stage
The Internet has had a dramatic impact on the form and function of institutions of higher education as we have known them, including the evolution of online education and learning.  As a consequence, the way in which faculty members relate to each other is shifting from the conventional ‘bricks and mortar’ form of face-to-face on-campus education to dispersed virtual settings where instructors and students function in new ways as they work together from a distance.  This shift in the form and function of education affects organizational style, psychological responses, social relationships, professional practice and the fostering of new leadership opportunities as individuals create, share and expand knowledge together in a distributed manner.
Chapter 1 sets the stage for the entire thesis by establishing ways in which faculty members are involved in distributed online education and how they provide unique opportunities for the study of learning communities and their practice.  The thesis is an interpretivist research study based on data obtained in 2008 from interviews conducted with members of an online Master of Business Administration (MBA) faculty team at New States University (NSU) (pseudonym).  During the project a learning model was examined and adapted to identify how the community is organized and to understand how leadership is distributed within the community.  The interview data was augmented with participant updates until mid-2009.  Symbolic interactionism and social learning theory are used to interpret the ways in which peer leadership emerges from interpersonal relationships within the community and its practice.  
Numerous thought leaders provide insights about the role of knowledge and learning in educational practices (Knapper & Puccinin 2007; Laurillard 2002; Wenger 1998; Senge 1990; Kanter 1989).  Considering the value of knowledge there is yet relatively little understanding about how it is created, used and managed in learning practice.  Approaches to knowledge management often try to capture knowledge existing in formal systems.  Systematic efforts to capture and transfer the dynamic ‘knowing’ that occurs informally in groups has received less attention.  Use and sharing of such knowledge can make a major difference in practice settings where individuals are creating, refining and using knowledge together, and have the desire to activate, communicate and transfer it to others.
While it is commonly held that people are an organization's most important resource, it appears that the tapping and understanding of human potential is in its infant stages.  In the field of distributed online education, people have always learned by participating in social settings (communities) composed of individuals interacting regularly in small or large, traditional or modern organizations.  These informal “communities of practice” (CoPs) are distinct from formal organizational units such as administrative units or committees.  Communities are dynamic, flexible entities which are foundational to an organization's human resources and its collective ability to know and learn (Wenger 1998).  Communities of practice can be formally established by an organization (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002), but they generally emerge informally as people relate together.  The community of practice (CoP) under study was not mandated in any way by university administration to become a community of practice.  This thesis is concerned with the informal type of community that evolved within the institutional context of NSU and its NMBA616 global business management course.
1.1   The research
This study is set in the online MBA program of the Faculty of Management and Technology at New States University, USA.  The work focuses on peer leadership in a virtual community to determine the extent to which the faculty members in one course, (NMBA616 Global Business Management), function as a community of practice.  Exploring the nature of peer relationships and leadership in such a community, it is not enough to examine these topics in the institutional context of NSU alone.  They also need to be examined in the specific institutional context of the course in which they occur, taking factors both internal and external into account.  Internal factors include the community members and what they value, think, anticipate and do to make their work relevant, meaningful and effective.  External factors include the institution and everything that results from its strategy, mission, policies and practices (Crotty 1998).  While this study is directed primarily toward internal community factors, it becomes apparent during the project how external forces such as management and technology impact the community and its practice.  Symbolic interactionism and social learning in practice provide a framework for analyzing peer leadership in the NMBA616 faculty team and its online practice.  
Three principal research areas are germane to the study and underpin the research questions and related sub-questions:  1) Community of Practice, 2) Virtual Domain, and 3) Peer Leadership (see Appendix I). 
1.  To what extent does a distributed faculty team in an online program at an American   university constitute a community of practice as they work together in the delivery of a global business management course?
	a.  How is practice constructed and what establishes that which transpires within 		the practice? 
	b.  How do the identities of a faculty team emerge through engagement in the 		delivery of an online global business management course?
	c.  Does what is learned in a community of practice contribute to change?  If so, 		how and what changes?
2.  What is the nature of practice-based relationships amongst members of a distributed 	virtual faculty team engaged in an online global business management course?
	a.   What are the roles adopted by members of a faculty team engaged in the 		delivery of an online global business management course at the 			university?
	b.   To what extent are members affected by factors beyond their immediate 		community?
3.  What are the leadership issues in a virtual practice setting? 
	a.   Do the members of the community recognize geographic and social 			boundaries?
b.   What comprises ‘front stage’ in virtual education settings, and what are 	the ‘back stage’ regions in peer relationships?  How are these 	domains/areas managed on a situational basis?
c.   How do members come to have shared understanding of their practice 	and how do they document it?
d.   How does communication flow amongst the members? What tools are 	used to assist communication?  
e.   What patterns and rhythms emerge in community members’ interactions?  

Since communities of practice (CoPs) are distinct from a group of people who simply work together (Kline 2007), this study addresses issues such as the evolution of a practice community;  initiatives that foster and maintain member satisfaction;  things that challenge the members;  feelings of isolation and engagement;  negotiating resources to improve practice and foster change;  identifying elements that move a group of people into a community of practice;  influences that keep members together in the absence of an official mandate to be a community; and the emergence and role of peer leadership within the group.
In the early stages of the study I was concerned about leadership in higher education and how to differentiate leadership from management.  I wanted to know how management and leadership differ and if the concepts can be used interchangeably.  I was especially interested in knowing where the peer leadership I observe in online groups of educators fits in.  As I researched published work about management and leadership and discussed these terms with my supervisors, colleagues and others, the relationship between management and leadership began to clarify and a picture emerged in which management, leadership and peer leadership function as sometimes overlapping, but distinct, conceptual categories (see Appendix I).  Although my purpose is not to examine management and leadership in depth, a basic grasp of these domains is needed to understand how the community under consideration evolved and how peer leadership functions in it as a community of practice.
Combining insights from the research findings with my own sense about the value of what education practitioners can contribute, I set out to learn from relevant theorists and the online educators assigned to NMBA616 at NSU.  
Investigation into communities of practice is an exercise whose time has come.  Although such communities are as old as human communities themselves, it took Lave and Wenger (1991) to formally launch the concept of communities of practice and Wenger (2002) to facilitate its application in organizations, including online and social learning settings.  Since that seminal work, other applications evolved rapidly; for example, in organizational settings documented by Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) and in online education by Salmon (2000), Macdonald (2008, 2007) and Kimble, Hildreth and Bourdon (2008).
The term “community of practice” provides a useful perspective for understanding knowledge and how knowledge work (learning) is done, and, at the same time, embraces learning as a key to understanding and leveraging leadership for performance improvement (Wenger 1998). 
Communities of practice are formed by people who engage in a process of collective learning in a shared domain of human endeavour: a tribe learning to survive, a band of artists seeking new forms of expression, a group of engineers working on similar problems, a clique of pupils defining their identity in the school, a network of surgeons exploring novel techniques, a gathering of first-time managers who help each other cope … We all belong to communities of practice, a number of them usually. In some we are core members. In many we are merely peripheral. Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.  Not everything called a community is a community of practice. Three characteristics are crucial: the domain, the community and the practice (Wenger 1998, pp. 8, 9).
I will turn to the seemingly simple framework of domain, community and practice in Chapters 2 and 4 to examine and analyze these entities in the experiences of the research participants and again in Chapter 5 where the social learning framework expands to account for the impact of management and technology forces on community and learning.  
With the exception of the course leader, the participants selected for the study are all professionals with other assignments (see Appendix IV) and hold a number of specific roles within the institution and the community; e.g., faculty instructor, faculty assistant, research assistant and executive-in-residence.  When I invited them to participate in the study I explained that I would use semi-guided questions and an open-ended interview process to get as close to their individual experiences as possible.  Using this approach I discovered a number of additional informal roles that apply in the context (situation) of their work together (e.g., philosopher, attorney, chief financial officer, anthropologist, business person, environmentalist, knowledge manager, diplomat, toxic handler, catalyst, encourager, initiative taker, checker, technician, challenger, security officer, inspirer, blender, forecaster).  Given that the community members in this study are distributed in a virtual space and physically distant from one another, it is of particular interest to know what contributes to their identity (Wenger 1998) and resourcefulness (Nissley 2007).  
1.2   Background to the study
My doctoral studies began in Oman and Sharjah-Dubai where I taught ESL in tertiary institutions from 1999 to 2004.  While attending a TESOL-Arabia conference in Abu Dhabi, I was drawn to the presentations of doctoral students in the Dubai program, University of Exeter’s School of Education and Life-Long Learning.  Their presentations were informative, well organized and practice based.  With a strong sense of the importance of research-based knowledge in education, and having a desire to update my own practice, I applied to enter the doctoral program.  I found the program well suited to my own situation, particularly its educational relevance, portability of the research requirement and the ability to complete the taught courses in Dubai.  The research modules below were designed in a way that the topics and research conducted contributed to this final thesis study.  
EED7002:  Research Project Design and Data Generation and Collection
EED7003:  Data Analysis and Presentation (MERLOT Conference 2005, Nashville:	       Engaging the Global Community – Looking Over the Horizon)
EED7008:  Psychology in Foreign Language Teaching:  Self-Efficacy of EFL Teachers 	        Who Use CALL
EED7009:  Language Teacher Education:  Computer Assisted Language Learning 	        (CALL): A Study of how Values and Beliefs Influence EFL Teacher 		        Practice in Sharjah-Dubai
EED7016:  Leadership and Management:  Teacher Leadership in EFL 
Preparation for the doctoral thesis was based on research and writing done in previous modules of the EdD program, particularly EED 7016 Leadership and Management (Ross 2008).  Reflecting on my own experience and expanded understanding of the importance of effective leadership and management in online education, I found that research publications in these areas are expanding rapidly in accordance with social, organizational, technological and political change.  Globalization and digitalization play an important part that is addressed later in the paper.  
Reading broadly in published studies stimulated my interest in the field of virtual communities of practice and leadership in them.  Encounters with theorists and practitioners in this area contributed to my growing sense of direction in what the thesis research area would be and the knowledge it could yield.  Meetings with Ottawa University researchers Christopher Knapper and Sergio Puccinin at the 2007 STLHE (Society of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education) Conference in Edmonton, Alberta Canada helped inform and shape my interest further.  I had been introduced to their research by way of an online ‘webinar’ (March 2007) where they presented results of their study on virtual teaching and leadership.  Essentially they attempted to address the question, “do teachers need to be led?”  Their strategies for leading change for better teaching and learning resulting from their study in eleven universities across Europe, Australia, Canada and USA helped me focus on communities of practice and the value of studying them.  
Obtaining permission to conduct the study from NSU administration was easier than anticipated.  Because I proposed to work with faculty instructors and faculty assistants, a formal application was not necessary.  The decision to participate would rest with each individual. 
1.2.1   Timeframe 
The research and data gathering activities associated with this thesis began in 2002 with the formative study modules taken in 2002-2004 in Dubai, United Arab Emirates.  The research and writing up were completed in 2009 in Canada.
Selecting the right time of year for conducting interviews was important.  Between terms was best – after spring session classes had ended and when participants had a window of time to reflect.  Also, I wanted to have a sample of interviews completed before a trip to Exeter University in May 2008 to meet with my thesis supervisor for discussions about the research and the interviews.  Although I had met some Exeter faculty members during the doctoral classes in Dubai, I had previously met my supervisor only by telephone and email. 
1.3   Purpose
The intent of this research is to break new ground, exploring how communities of practice form and peer leadership functions in a virtual higher education setting (Stuckey 2008).  It seeks to determine how individuals combine their efforts to get work done in the organization context where their work is carried out.  Theoretical and methodological traditions of symbolic interactionism and social learning theory are applied to interpret and understand how the research participants construct community (shared or situational learning) as they interact with one another in the development and management of their online practice. 
In thinking about the formation of community in terms of the construction of experience, in-depth knowledge is needed about how experience is construed, understood and functions in the domain concerned.  Given my initial questions about the domains of management, leadership and peer leadership, I initially thought the study would draw on information from a larger group, including representative members from NSU’s managerial-administrative hierarchy.  As my study about communities of practice progressed, however, it became apparent that much could be gained from the study of a specific practice group and accounts provided by its members.  I therefore turned my focus to individuals involved in one special-purpose course group:  the senior-level NMBA616 global business management course. 
As the research progressed, I found a treasure trove of research issues in the turbulent and rapidly changing environment of higher education - all begging to be addressed.  Dramatic developments in technology and online education were particularly evident (Sloan 2008; MERLOT 2005).
By the time I progressed through the studies, I had become an online instructor myself and acquainted with a number of the individuals who form the community on which this research is based.  Talking with some of them at conferences, I observed their excitement about teaching and learning in virtual business education.  I also began to understand some of the concerns and challenges of their practice.  
Their practice challenges translated into my research and became challenges for identifying the elements that transform a group of people into a community of practice:   becoming a community of practice;  the evolution of a community from an unconscious to a conscious and deliberate state;  initiatives that foster engagement and maintain member satisfaction;  things the members find most difficult;  mechanisms to relieve feelings of isolation; negotiating resources and expertise to assist change and improve  member practice; influences that foster ‘belonging’ and keep members of the community of practice together in the absence of an official mandate to be a community; the place of peer leadership within the distributed group; and how peer leadership emerges.
The faculty members I contacted were encouraging of my work and how it could contribute to the field of online education and to their work.  Acknowledging the difficulty of completing a doctorate, Peter Meyer reminded, “you’ll soon be able to smile again” (2006 personal communications), and Greg Taylor said, “think of it, you’ll have a fresh new doctorate – mine’s old” (2007 personal communication). 
1.4   Significance 
It is expected that the research results will contribute new knowledge in the field of education, particularly as related to leadership and management in the rapidly expanding domain of online education.  Globalization has stimulated the formation of distributed practice communities including virtual communities of practice.  
The research explores peer leadership as presented in the literature and informed by faculty members from within their distributed virtual community.  In addition to the formative questions presented earlier, the research includes the following:


-	Community of practice as identified in the literature and informally by the group members
-	Peer leadership as identified in the literature, by member recognition and explanation
-	Management and leadership defined, portrayed in the literature and as played out in a virtual setting
-	Significance of management and leadership in a virtual organization, as understood by community members
-	Value of peer leadership in a distributed online setting. 
This research comes at a crucial time when interest in management and leadership is at an all time high.  It may be significant that it coincides with a severe global economic crisis that is gripping the world and requiring appropriate adaptations for uncharted conditions.  Although emphasis in this study is given to specific management and leadership issues, the purpose of the research is not on leadership and management as specific phenomena, but rather on how management and leadership are operative in a virtual setting reliant on digital technology and the Internet.  Attention is brought to social, psychological, organizational and technological influences and what individuals do with them.  
In contrast to traditional institutions where laptops, iPods and other gadgets are additions that augment classroom activities (Young 2009), computers and other supporting technology devices are vital in online classes and potentiated by the Internet.  Due to the rapid technological, economic and structural adaptations that inevitably come with globalization (Green & Sen 2008), organizations and individuals worldwide are challenged to find new ways of functioning and to do more with less in environments where technology (that does not get tired) imposes demands as it offers unprecedented opportunities for integrating learning on global operations on a 24/7 basis (Klein & Pritchard 2006; Scott & Harker 2004).
I could study the organizational shifts and adaptations related to globalization and expanding technology, but that is not my purpose.  It is the people experiencing rapidly changing organization who are of most interest to me.  As Mann (2000) explains, “egalitarian technologies like the Internet are creating the opportunity for greater diversity of expression as well as the tensions that go with it.”  Cisco (2008) executives ponder how the tensions at work in complex digitally connected international organizations need to be identified, understood and managed better.  The challenge for universities and their people is how to manage new technologies and complexities, given fiscal constraints, human resource limitations (Chambers 2008; Barone & Hagner 2001; Fullan 2001), and the need for quality education that is fit for faculty and student use (Tapscott 2009; Juran 2003).  Ultimately, competing tensions involving institutional mission, decision-making, and pace of change must be balanced with faculty retention and satisfaction.  In this context, management and leadership are necessary, but peer leadership which is something quite different has an increasingly crucial role to play.  
Constant change challenges the individuals in the research group in many ways.  As Fullan (2001) stresses, coping with change is not easy either at the individual or organizational levels.  In my research with NMBA faculty members, capturing individual reactions to the pace of change, how change is introduced, and problems associated with the way change is introduced is significant.  
Given the virtual domain in which faculty work, this research explores where faculty members look for leadership and emotional support, and identifies how they come to rely on one another for help within their own community. Virtual communities are ‘real’.  Like face-to-face communities, they have structure and reflect the changing nature of human needs, interactions, relationships and learning (Klein & Pritchard 2006; Katsh & Rifkin 2001; Lipnak & Stamps 2000; Palloff & Pratt 1999).  As we know, individuals gain insight from many sources:  learning derives from life, not the other way around (Wenger 2008; Kaplan & Simon 1990).  Using qualitative semi-guided interviews I wanted to discover how the dynamics of a virtual community are negotiated in interpersonal relations having technology-mediated interactions and how participant accounts can be analyzed to understand what goes on; particularly to identify indicators of peer leadership (Ogan 1993). 
Because the participants as community members are dispersed worldwide and have similar roles as faculty instructors, faculty assistants and other support positions, their personal leadership attributes become ways of understanding and relating to each other.  Published research sources suggest that leadership qualities based on educational experience, background, length of tenure, online teaching, expertise in andragogy, subject matter and interpersonal skills play an important part (Katsh & Rifkin 2001; Knowles, Holton & Swanson 1998, Hiemstra & Sisco 1990).  The building of knowledge and skills in an effective online community tends to ‘spill over’ from one person to another (Yang 2007; Crawford 2002).  Manz and Sims (1981) suggest that modelling contributes to the way in which individual knowledge is shared and improvements are made in the skills-based and performance aspects of individual work.  Other sources point to the importance of competence in achieving desired outcomes (Bliss, Krive & Ross 2008).  Taken together, informing these elements of community all contribute to this study and its significance.
1.5   Online education
 
A meta-analysis (one that takes all of the existing studies and looks at them for patterns and conclusions that can be drawn from the accumulation of evidence) of online education prepared in the US Department of Education (2009) reports more than 1000 empirical studies between 1996 and 2008.  Based on 51 studies selected for the report, its findings are significant, confirming what many have observed about online education but for which research-based evidence was lacking.  Some of the key findings about online education applicable to this project include:
	Online education expands opportunities, giving people greater flexibility for experiential learning
	It underscores the need for education jurisdictions to think more broadly about learning modalities and go beyond conventional face-to-face methods
	Public investment in online education is warranted 
	Faculty dedication to task relates to the degree of organizational support
	Research is needed that is focused specifically on the online environment 
Research had to meet strict criteria contrasting online and face-to-face learning.  In its strong endorsement of online education the study points to technology and its use as a central factor for success or lack of success.  While the report overall is supportive of online education, the studies represented do not indicate the superiority of online education over traditional.  It does note, however, that the online modality is conducive to the expansion of learning, and reinforces, especially, the value of incorporating digital technology and open source learning systems into tertiary and other education (Jaschik 2009).  Other digital technologies offer a tremendous range of web-based networking technology in the form of blogs, YouTube and i-pods, streaming video, multi-dimensional support, software sessions, real time and more (Jaschik 2009; Sloan 2008).
Given the rapid development of the Internet and online technologies, the shift to online education has been relatively slow in much of graduate education.  The experience of NSU Faculty of Management and Technology has been different.  Recognizing the needs of adult students for flexible, convenient education led the university to begin distance-delivery courses in the late 1980s.  Based on its institutional flexibility and capitalizing upon the availability of new technologies, NSU was early to recognize and adapt emerging technology and its potential to expand the reach of quality graduate business education online.  Although acceptance of the new online education modes was expected, the university was not prepared for the rapidity and magnitude of what actually happened.  By the late 90s, numbers increased rapidly as local and out-of-region, non-traditional students enrolled in online classes.  ‘Non-traditional students’, refers to part-time working adult students who find participation in face-to-face classes difficult or impossible because of family, employment or other constraints.  At NSU non-traditional students commonly include military personnel, foreign service workers and accompanying spouses.  Distance education is a satisfactory solution for their higher education needs.  The NSU MBA program is designed to prepare students for corporate positions requiring qualitative and quantitative business management and leadership skills.  The following section presents the background of my research program.
1.6   Context of this research program
The open admission and competency based strategy of the NMBA program has implications for teaching which is focused on subject matter (see below) and managerial competencies needed by graduates to meet the demands of a vast array of organizations.  The competencies include critical thinking, systems thinking, team building, decision making, ethical leadership, problem solving, information technology research, as well as skills related to managing diversity in complex global enterprises. The broad range of business knowledge and skills comprising the NMBA program is intended to equip working adult students on completion to function and advance at mid-management level.
NMBA courses are delivered online via the university’s own proprietary web-based technology and designed to comply with a university-defined credit rating.  The program consists of seven 6-credit seminars, each of which is 10 weeks long with a three-week interval between seminars. The program begins with a 3-credit prerequisite orientation course in general management and statistics which may be waived for applicants having a Graduate Management Admission Test (GMAT) score of at least 600.  As a background for entering the program, students must have completed a degree in a related discipline.  Students begin immediately to work in a cohort of approximately 25 students who progress together through to the completion of their NMBA program.  This arrangement has important implications for implementation of andragological teaching-learning strategies and methods.  By working together in organized cohorts throughout their NMBA, the competencies upon which the program is based can be practiced while course-specific content is learned.   All courses must be taken in the order listed below. Students who want to improve their graduate writing skills may take an extra 3-credit course in graduate-level writing.




- Technology and operations management 
- Management economics 
- Global business
- Strategic management 
Teachers are responsible for facilitating leaning.  They must be readily available and responsive to students.  To assist the teachers, a web-based faculty activity room contributes significantly to the community and its practice.  It provides a variety of support materials including new faculty orientation, best practices, teaching content, ethics guidelines, research articles, learning objects, member biographies, a debate forum, course methodology and theoretical approaches.  This site is a valuable and readily available resource.  Communication technologies must be of the forms that suit user needs.  Videotaped meetings are possible, for example, but other resources such as teleconference and some web-based technology facilities are preferred.  
The use of web-based technologies such as Breeze, Connect, Elluminate and WIMBA are intended to support practice-based applications in online learning.  The community finds some technologies more reliable than others.  Elluminate is especially helpful, so they use it for sub-group communication, especially to discuss course and research projects including online teaching, collaborative teaching, competency-based education, relational ethics, and the role of faculty assistants and Executive-in-Residence in a virtual program.  These are all areas that members have written about and presented at international conferences in areas such as global business, online education, organizational management, learning and teaching.
1.7   How the research questions emerged
The questions that ultimately became ‘the research questions’ (see pp. 9, 10) emerged in advance of the study and from my own experience as advisor in a virtual business environment and online teacher.  Prior to the project I observed members of the NMBA teaching community and talked with them face-to-face from time to time over five years at conferences, campus events and even social gatherings arranged by some of them while on travel.  I was impressed by a certain dynamic in their practice and their way of ‘being together’.  The NMBA teachers rarely meet physically yet seemingly, and without much direct intervention, are able to function well together over the  long distances that separate them.  In fact, some of them expressed early on that online faculty members function most competently when they are left to arrange and manage their own internal dynamics.  To a large extent they define their own work.  In this respect Roger’s (1989) findings apply.  He says that “people instinctively know what is good for them and will act in ways that value positive self-regard and are beneficial to their purposes.  They do not need to depend on external managerial directions for self or group actualization.” 
This research seeks to identify and generate information about how members of a virtual community share expertise, build competence and support each other and the group.  It also explores how the flow of ideas amongst the members helps them ‘learn the way they learn’ and how to ‘make meaning and lead together’ (Wheatley 2006; Wenger 1998, Thomsen 1998; Kauffman 1993; May 1983; Frankl 1963) in a team dispersed geographically in Australia, Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, Dubai, Germany, Israel, Japan, Turkey, Ukraine, UK (England and Wales) and various points in the USA.  
Kline (2007) indicates that vibrant communities of practice share work, identities, risks and opportunities.  If this is the case, then the members of the community must recognize how geographic and social boundaries function as they come to share common understandings – and I wanted to know how these things are accomplished.  So, I asked the participants how they form a community bridge across the gaps that physically separate them and result from different backgrounds, management views, as well as ideas about curriculum, course content, assignment objectives and student learning. 
1.8   In Summary
While I did not undertake the study with a view to writing a case study about an online community of practice, the NMBA616 faculty team was identified as a group having characteristics of a community of practice and ultimately represents a case study from which institutions, online groups and individuals can learn.  
Chapter 1 sets the tone for the entire thesis.  It introduces Wenger’s community of practice framework consisting of domain, community and practice.  The thesis extends this framework to virtual communities of practice where the evolution and critical aspects of peer leadership in online communities are examined against structures that interface with the community and impact on it (e.g., management, technology developers).  The research project is outlined and account given of the background from which it emerged and the context in which it is placed.  Explanation is provided as to how the participants were selected.  The chapter establishes the research questions addressed in the thesis (the questions are also presented in Appendix I) and explains why the study is significant.
Looking to the remaining chapters, Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature about management, leadership, community of practice (including virtual community of practice) and peer leadership.  An overview of traditional management and leadership is presented as the backdrop for situational peer leadership that is embedded in virtual community setting.
In Chapter 3, I present the theory and methodological foundation of the research. Data collection methods and analytic procedures are reviewed along with considerations based on conducting research at a distance.  The participants are introduced and the process of data collection and analysis is described.  An outline of major categories is presented.  Authenticity of the study, its limitations and trustworthiness are explained.
Chapter 4 gets to the heart of the matter as themes emerge from my examination of the respondent accounts and the classificatory elements that present as categories and themes. Attention is given to how the community members see themselves in terms of Wenger’s three-part framework, this time exploring community, identity, practice and meaning from the experiences and accounts of the participants themselves.  Discussion of the results in Chapter 4 builds on the categories identified by the participants.  Major classificatory themes emerge as foundation for the research project conclusions.





Chapter 2 establishes the theoretical foundations of the research and identifies gaps in knowledge that this interpretive research project is designed to address.  The literature resources are approached in sections on management, leadership and peer leadership with a view to their relationship with virtual communities of practice.  The process of literature review and establishing the research methodology involved a continuous overlapping of topics and actions along the lines presented by Deming (1986) in his Plan-Do-Check-Act Cycle.  In this sense the research methodology and literature review were in a state of continuous interpretation, reinterpretation and adaptation.
Management is well studied with an extensive theoretical base ranging from scientific management (Taylor 1911) to operations management (Chase, Aquilano & Jacobs 2001; Heizer & Render 1999; Aje 2000), international management ( Deresky 2008; Mann 2000), quality management (Juran 2003; Deming 2000, 1982; Ross 1994, 1997), information systems management  (Haag 2008; Davenport 1997; Fried 1995), human resources management (Greengard 1995), and more recently, education management including administration (Eicher 2009; Bush 2009). 
Theoretical and popular writing about leadership is also extensive, revealing that interest in leadership transcends national, disciplinary, religious and cultural boundaries (Wheatley 2009, 2006; Kouzes & Pozner 2007; Ross 2007; Drath 2001).  Leadership for the complexities of the global era requires sensitivity, confidence, passion and the ability to inspire others (Wheatley 2009; Goffee & Jones 2006, 1998; Kanter 2004, 1993).  In this study of virtual community practice, leadership is in a domain intermediary between management-administration and group-level peer leadership (summarized in categorical overview of management, leadership and peer leadership, Appendix III).
In the past two decades, widespread acceptance of the need for organizational change, including in education, has led to extensive reconsideration of what management and leadership are and how they apply in organizational settings.  As a result, leadership and management have become disciplines in their own right (Eicher 2009; Gardner 2006; Mintzberg 2004; Kotter 1990).  Accordingly, it is common to view organizational management and leadership as distinct from one another.  My purpose is not to study management and leadership as distinct entities, but to understand their basic elements as they relate to the research purposes involving a group of people working together in a specific situation.
Management refers to maintenance and control, planning and budgeting, organising and staffing, problem solving, and providing measures of predictability, accountability and control over information, knowledge, skills and decisions (Bush 2009, 1999; Hansen, Nohvia & Trevney 1999; Drucker 1998; Senge 1990; Fayol & Gray 1984; Fayol 1949, 1927).  Management is commonly associated with the need to avoid errors and control the actions of others.  Eicher (2009) says that ‘knowing more than others and controlling them’ is sometimes identified as a trait and a driving force of managers.
Leadership is viewed as creative, direction setting, aligning, motivating, inspiring, and providing emotional support and change generating (Eicher 2009; Caldwell 2008; Ross 2007; Gardner 2006; Bennis 2003, 1989; Crawford 2002; Fullan 2001; Salmon 2000; Maxwell 1999; Kotter 1990; Burns 1978).  As such, leadership is more about enabling others and gaining knowledge from those who are closest to the situation and understand best what does and does not work.
Peer leadership is based in social settings where people work closely together to share information and expertise residing within the group.  Peer leadership emerges as needed in a non-hierarchical structure (Lohr 2009).  Although management, leadership and peer leadership may be viewed as distinct entities, they are interrelated and characterized by common organizing principles such as the domain, the people and the practice (Creed 2009; Wilde 2006; Wenger 1998).  The key attributes of management, leadership and peer leadership often conjoin, but strict categorization is illusory (Zaleznik 2004): “Managers have to lead and leaders have to manage.  Management without leadership is sterile; leadership without management is disconnected and encourages hubris” (Mintzberg 2004, p.6).
Against this background and the expansion of virtual organizations, some researchers have been turning to evaluate forces impacting on virtual organizations and how they are led and managed (Stuckey 2008; Laurillard, 2002; Lechner & Hemmel 2002; Salmon 2000).   Although attention to leadership in virtual organizations is a growing area of interest for which web-based discussion is emerging, there is little published research at this time (Thorpe, Lawler & Gold 2009).  The research on communities of practice and communities of learning however lends itself well to the study of the organization, function and internal leadership of virtual communities (Wenger 2007, 2005, 2002, 2000, 1998; Lave & Wenger 1991).  
Peer leadership tends to occur as a response to the need for supportive learning environments.  With regard to virtual organizations we find that people who work in virtual groups that are far from direct managerial-administrative functions appear to be particularly conducive to the emergence of peer leadership and its unique attributes (Wheatley 2009; Eicher 2009).  My research builds on these findings and shows how a widely distributed virtual community of practice is affected by management outside the community and motivated internally by its members-as-colleagues who take on leadership roles according to their expertise and situational demands (Little 1990).
To achieve a balance between the literature and the appropriate analyses of real-life experiences, attention is paid at each step to online higher education, in particular the practice of online education at NSU in NMBA616.  The first part of this chapter reviews management for its role in the environment external to, but impacting on, the research setting.  The second part reviews leadership and what comprises leadership.  Part 3 focuses on leading learning and change, Part 4 examines peer leadership, Part 5 is about community of practice, Part 6 about virtual communities of practice, and Part 7 summarizes the chapter.
2. 1   Management 
The scientific study of management, from which the many forms of management and management theory emerge, began in the USA in the early 1900s with the work of Taylor (Mann 2002; Taylor 1911) and in France with that of Fayol (1949, 1927).  Prior to that, management of human activities existed in many indigenous forms and local cadres.  Since the earlier days of its official status, management has become global in its reach and interdisciplinary in its practice.  In the diverse world of management theorists and practitioners today there is considerable evidence that theory and practice are evolving according to national, regional and global concerns (Tapscott 2009; Mann 2000).  
Given the power and importance of management, the study of management in higher education could be the focus of an entire thesis in itself.  With the rapid increase in online education, however, systematic research about management in online higher education remains limited.  D’Antoni’s (2006) efforts at UNESCO are an attempt to address this deficiency.  My project seeks to understand aspects of management in online education specifically with regard to its influence on a virtual community of practice.
Educational management derived as a field of study and practice from management principles that were first applied to industry and commerce primarily in the USA.  Subsequent theory development tended to involve the application of industrial findings to education and educational settings.  This gives rise to considerable debate around concerns about adopting education concepts from industry and business.  Many argue that the management of education is essentially different (Handy 1993).  Once educational management became established as a distinct academic field, however, alternative models began to emerge based on the observations, experience and research of educational theorists and practitioners (Bush 2009).  As an applied discipline, educational management responds to impacts stemming from a combination of political change, policy implementation, research findings and ongoing practice (Bush 1999).    
Bush defines educational management as a field of study and practice concerned with the operation of educational organizations and argues that concern must be with the purposes and aims of education in ways that provide crucial direction and underpinning to the management of educational institutions.  He warns that if the link between organizational purpose and management is not clear and close, there is a danger that managerialism will occur, stressing procedures more than educational purpose and values (Bush 2009, 2003).  Accordingly, implications for online education management are considerable, especially with respect to the people involved.  Given the technology delivery system the human interface cannot be ignored.  Systems and procedures and even technology can be managed more easily than people.  People resist being managed and controlled, but they are open to and appreciative of good leadership (Wheatley 2009) – either from those in positions higher in the organization hierarchy or from their peers.
It is not surprising that with the emergence of management as a distinct business and organizational discipline, schools of management (and particularly MBA programs focused on management studies) have sprung up worldwide (Mintzberg 2004).  In the context of a US based MBA program having a global outreach, this study treats management and technology as part of the environment, including higher education, in which the research participants function and with which they try to come to terms.

2.2   Leadership
Literature review reveals that leadership has been and continues to be developed in a wide variety of ways.  As noted by Bush (2009) and Dimmock (1999), competing tensions are seen between the elements of management needed to administer and maintain the operations and leadership needed to inspire faculty development and stimulate performance at all levels – faculty, students, staff and organization.  Leadership however is more immediately aligned with the purposes of this study, while in its more formal aspects leadership is a shifting paradigm that tends to overlap with management.  On the informal side, leadership overlaps with peer leadership in less structured settings where individuals who work together in a community relate to one another in ways that are dedicated to effective work and good relationships (Lechner & Hemmel 2002).  At the core, leadership in education emphasizes specific focus on issues of learning and teaching rather than on managing staff, finance and external relations (Bush 2009).
Leadership in communities of practice tends to emerge informally and organically, based on the ability of the members to create unity, promote learning and form consensus (Kline 2007; Lechner & Hemmel 2002; Wenger 1987).  This is a point to which I will return in Chapter 4 by way of the discussion with the research participants. 
Leadership theorists have identified numerous traits, styles, behaviours and attributes associated with leaders and leadership (Ross 2007).  As an early and astute observer of leadership Max Weber (1930) contributed observations about leadership in ways that continue to enhance our understanding of leadership today.  He used a trait approach to classify leaders as charismatic, authoritarian and bureaucratic.  While charisma lends well to current interests in leadership, authoritarianism and hierarchical bureaucracy are now associated with management.  I have learned from professional experience and my research participants that peer leadership extends well beyond cut and dried managerial categories, revealing leadership forms that adapt to social changes such as those accompanying globalization, online education and the emergence of distributed practice communities in the virtual domain. 
Research about leadership is prolific (Ross 2007).  For example, Amazon.com alone currently offers more than 205,000 publications on the subject of leadership.  Although much of the leadership literature is of a popular genre (Denning 2007), there is considerable work of a scholarly and research nature (Wheatley 2009; Juran 2003; Fullan 2001, 1995, 1994; Goleman 2002; Drucker 1999; Depree 1989), including recent attention to thought leadership (Lorange 2008; EFMD 2007; Thomas 2006; Goldratt  2004) and integrated leadership (Martin 2007).  
Much of the leadership literature is linked to human resources and human resource management (Nissley 2007), as well as to specific domains such as health (Amado & Vansina 2005; Rockefeller, Foege, Daulaire & Black 2005; Milio 2000), civics (Zadek 2007; Chrislip & Larson 1994), industry and commerce (Mintzberg 2007; Blanchard 2003).  At the time of writing, interest in education leadership appears to be expanding (Bush 2009; Knapper & Puccinin 2007; Crawford 2002), exploring, for example, the relationship between leadership and school effectiveness (Hallinger & Heck 2002, 1999).  The relative lack of research-based attention to peer leadership in distributed virtual practice communities presents opportunities for new work such as this, based in online graduate education. 
The faculty members in NMBA616 constitute a virtual community that is rich in resources and expertise.  I wanted to discover what their leadership resources are and how leadership is demonstrated within their group.  Crawford (2002) points out that the leadership patterns occurring in virtual learning communities are observable.  Accordingly, the peer relationships of the virtual research community are identified along with ways whereby the members help one another professionally and even personally.  Role theory helps determine how the functional and social boundaries of leadership overlap and intertwine in fluid ways that depend on internal variables such as faculty needs, cohort cultures, course, and student demands.  Personal needs and individual strengths are important aspects of faculty professional role fulfillment (Salmon 2000; Olsen 1968; Goffman 1959).  Determining how the members of this group share resources and support knowledge development within the community requires considerable understanding of the group and focused engagement with it (Bandura 1977; Bion 1961).  
Goffman (1959) identifies roles as the basic unit of socialization and conceptualizes how social settings influence roles.  He claims that in contrast to the theatre where roles are formally established, social roles emerge informally in groups where the roles may be more often felt than visible.  In online settings, the ability to develop socialization skills simultaneously in many different ways is core to online competency.  Likewise, flexibility in adopting and changing online roles appropriately is imperative (Salmon 2002), especially when organizations become larger and bureaucratic tendencies increase.  When this happens roles tend to become more complex and have titles, formal job descriptions and contracts.  Although management can specify and even dictate what needs to be done, it is only from the inside that the roles, goals, issues, characteristics and processes most relevant to a group, its mandate and culture can be learned.  Likewise it is only from the members themselves that understanding can be gained about how reality is constructed and meaning evolves (Tapscott 2008; Campbell 2000; Rogers 1989; Frankel 1963).  The nature of collective knowledge is such that those who create it understand it better when they reflect on their practice (situation) and share the experience from which insights about their shared knowledge emerge and are articulated in writing or conversations (Wheatley 2009; Fullan 2006; Schon 1995, 1983; Senge 1990; Jung 1963; Jaffe 1989).  Although you cannot see roles, they are experienced by talking about them in a group.  Roles translate between ‘me and we’, and the complexity of individual people playing parts in a group (Lipnak & Stamps 2000).
Given there are many kinds of leadership, the titled sections that follow are an attempt to categorize some of the main leadership themes with a view to applying the findings from numerous publications to my research and its analysis.
2.2.1   Situational Leadership
Situational leadership originated in industrial organizations and is applied in teaching and learning (Silverthorne & Wang 2001; Blanchard 1985; Hersey & Blanchard 1980), including management education (Mintzberg 2004).  It refers to leadership roles that arise and are adapted in response to organizational and individual needs at specific times and places.  As new demands arise in response to environment change (Hargadon 2005; Sutton 1997), methodological, theoretical and practical adjustments need to respond in ways that are relevant to the ‘situation’, knowledge pool and domain (Yang 2007; Wenger 1998).  Along with situational leadership, the terms ‘relational leadership’ (Drath 2001) and ‘holistic leadership’ (Mankey 2007) represent the shift from leader as head, boss, prescriber and all-responsible and controlling to that of leader within the group and leadership by the group, a function that results in self-organized entities having distributed operations with shared responsibility. Situational leadership is a case in point. 
A number of works explain how leadership characteristics emerge and are simultaneously managed (Wenger 2008, 2000, 1998; Blanchard 2007; Mintzberg 2004; Goffman 1959).  In Westheimer’s (1998) view, the situation of community refers to interaction and participation, interdependence, shared interests and beliefs, diversity of views, and meaningful relationships.  Situational leadership is therefore useful to explore leadership parameters and identify leadership characteristics involving the virtual community of faculty members in my study.  Situational leadership provides guidance for determining how communication flows amongst the members, what communication tools are used, and the patterns that emerge as members interact.  It is also useful in examining how group members come to have confidence in one another along with the indicators demonstrating that they do have confidence in each other (Blanchard 2007; Kanter 2004).  We can also explore participant views of the virtual work environment and perceptions of its levels, ‘spaces’ and opportunities for movement, exchange and growth using this approach (Katsh & Rifkin 2001; Lipnak & Stamps 2000).  Wenger’s (1998) concepts of agency, identity and domain enable the paring apart and discernment of abstract areas where social, psychology, and organization theories meet.  The use of Goffman’s (1959) theory of the stage is especially relevant in understanding status and examining how individuals manipulate behaviour and reciprocal exchanges (Olsen 1968; Barth 1967; Homans 1958) in their work and asynchronous virtual communication. 
This brings us to authenticity and its importance in management and leadership (Wheatley 2009; Tapscott 2007; Goffee and Jones 2006; Mintzberg 2004; May 1983).  According to Mintzberg (2004), authentic leadership is a blend of management, practice, experience, insight, reflection, competency and experience – all critical for effective online practice and education leadership.  Since leadership is not the preserve of a chosen few and leaders may be found at all organization levels, effective organizations, including educational, can support the development of  leadership capacity by providing opportunities for growth based on professional needs identified by members (Kouzes & Posner 2007).  
2.2.2   Leadership in education
With rapid and intense change in education, the importance of leadership is increasingly emphasized – from the top, from outside, and from the inside of organizations (Lorange 2008; Knapper & Puccinin 2007; Crawford 2002).  Fullan (2001) asserts that it is the job of leadership in education to lead change.   Gardner (2006) expands on the purpose of leadership in education and change:  “If no change occurs then either leadership failed or leadership was not needed.”  Leadership is needed to establish new policy, design new curriculum and/or create new organization culture.  In this sense, leadership is ubiquitous in education and, as a consequence, the study of leadership is often dispersed or dissipated.  Leadership warrants a special place in the literature and institutions of higher learning.  It can be researched and applied in educational policy and practice. 
Educational change requires rethinking the mission of an education system:  how to align it better with the times and more fundamentally, how to restructure and retool the knowledge base necessary for new environments and unfamiliar conditions (Jaschik 2009; Caldwell 2008).  At the same time, interdependent elements of socialization and leadership need to be situationally adapted at the internal peer levels (Lechner & Hemmel 2002; Fullan 2001, 1994, 1994, 1991).  A return to leadership discourse will occur later when I attempt to define leadership in virtual education and discover what practitioners-as-peers operating in a virtual practice community believe leadership to be and what conditions are necessary for faculty members to foster leadership within their community.  
The educational administration literature reveals the importance of behavioural qualities in peer leadership:  “lending support, exhibiting moral integrity, providing safety, fostering collaboration, offering intellectual stimulation, encouraging organizational learning and practicing consultative and shared decision making” (Beatty 2007, 2000; Jacobs 1992).  It is theorized that these features combine to create cultures or learning communities that generate interest and sustain the needed energy or “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi 1990) for effective relationships (social domain), personal adaptation (psychology domain) and organizational transformation (organization domain) in times of change (Beatty 2007).  Table 1 below provides an example of some current contributions to understanding leadership by specific disciplines. 




Learning in practice (Wenger)	Self-efficacy (Bandura)	Confidence (Kanter) Situational leadership (Hersey & Blanchard)	Cohort, context, morals, collaboration & change (Fullan, Wenger)

By identifying the elements of educational leadership Fullan (1994) paved the way for application of those elements to the leadership that occurs in the situations of my study.  His work on leadership enables me to focus on situational leadership and peer leadership.  He advocated moving away from a narrow perspective of leadership (where a single individual tries to influence a bureaucratic system) towards a more comprehensive view of leadership comprised of multiple levels of interconnected leaders where everyone in a specific organizational domain engages in shaping and/or reshaping the culture where learning takes place.  Working together as cohorts, rather than as individual coworkers, peers in a group can create effective working environments having the capacity to support the diverse leadership approaches and configurations required to re-culture and improve the settings where learning occurs.
By 2001 Fullan’s understanding of educational leadership had developed further to emphasize that all members in a given situation should be actively engaged in leading change.  Clearly, no one person can assume all that leadership requires.  In order for educational leadership to occur it must be shared – as in cohorts and peer leadership.  In a related way, Wenger (2008) and Salmon (2000) understand progressive change in education as involving a shift from curriculum delivery to shared learning in support of education and the broader society, a view that is based in social learning theory and reflects earlier foundations of higher education (Graham 2002).  Fullan’s (2001) expanded notion of leadership not only lifts the burden from individuals but also provides the means for distributing the professional work of leadership among those in a given educational setting or situation (Ackerman & Mackenzie 2007).  Emphasis is on the context or situation where peer leadership occurs, giving rise to situational learning as a dimension related to the conceptual foundations of this study.
2.2.3   Situational learning 
The terms situational leadership and situational learning were introduced respectively by Hershey and Blanchard (1985) and Wenger ( 1998).  Situational learning, like situational leadership, is active and context dependent.  According to Lave and Wenger (1991), learning is a social practice where “legitimate peripheral participation” provides a framework for understanding learning and how newcomers earn and learn their way into a CoP.  In the social theory of learning there is an interdependency between the learner and the world involving activity, cognition, learning, knowing and meaning.  Meaning is negotiated socially in relation to identity and is based on the personalities of individuals in relationship with other group members.
These views of situational learning also emphasize authenticity (Mintzberg 2004) and are similar to relational ethics where learning rests on shared moral purpose as individuals draw on the collective abilities, talents, expertise, qualities and resources of community members working towards a common purpose (Creed, Zutshi & Ross 2009; Bergum & Dossetor 2005).  Lambert (2003) broadens the situational learning concept to include constructive leadership which is formed by and anchored in relationships, community, learning and purpose.  Convinced that learning is both personal and social, Wenger (1998) asserts his theoretical view that most theories of learning seem to concentrate on the individual person where the person is primarily a cognitive entity engaged in the acquisition of knowledge, skills, tasks, activities, and learning.  As a consequence, both theoretical analysis and instructional prescriptions tend to be driven by reference to knowledge domains and by constraints imposed by the general requirements of universal learning mechanisms understood in terms of acquisition and assimilation. In contrast, to insist on starting with social practice, on taking participation to be crucial, and on including the social world at the core of the analysis, seems to eclipse the person.  In reality participation in social practice suggests an explicit focus on the person, but as person-in-the-world, as member of a sociocultural community.
At this point, the findings of several constructivist theorists apply in exploring the experience of how identity is constructed, particularly in a community of practice (Islam 2008; Wenger 2008; Richards 2006; Rovai 2004; Knowles, Holton & Swanson 1998; Williams & Burden 1997).   Focusing on the learner and learner responsibility, Mintzberg (2004) and Rovai (2004) portray constructivism as a philosophy of learning that applies dynamically to adult learners who are learning to manage and lead – and who must be able to manage and lead.  Based on the premise that knowledge is constructed by the individual through his/her own interactions with the content and the learning environment, constructivism is well suited to authentic leadership development.  With roots in cognitive psychology, constructivism holds that individuals gradually build their own understanding of the world through reflection, experience, maturation and interaction (situational/shared learning) with others (Knowles, Holton & Swanson 1998).  These theories apply equally well in either faculty or student experience to encourage and/or awaken the learner within each individual, each learning opportunity and each group.  This is not a task one can manage on one’s own.  Rather, the sharing of insights and expertise is what helps to construct the learning and the learner, and contributes to the emergence of peer leadership in given situations. 
Williams and Burden (1997) offer an interpretivist view of situational learning, asserting that in constructivism there is no one right way; concern is with making sense of, and getting meaning from, the situations where individuals, either as teachers or learners, find themselves.  It is apparent that a purely management approach [planning, organizing, coordinating and controlling] (Fayol & Gray 1984) to learning cannot in itself foster desired learning outcomes, nor take account of the multidimensional methods of engagement.  The shift from traditional face to face education to virtual learning represents an unprecedented change in “situation” – from a physical bounded space to unbounded cyberspace. It follows that these different situations or settings require learning adjustments in style, methods and attitude.  Knowles (1975) advocated an attitude of life-long learning and developed approaches to self-directed learning to help learners acquire the emerging skills they need.  In a similar way, Mintzberg (2004) urges business methods based on flexible networks of knowledge workers that are applicable to virtual communities of practice.
Table 2 below presents a situational learning paradigm from Gauntiett (2008), Rovai (2004) and Hersey & Blanchard (1968) where learning progresses from the novice, dependent learner stage (Quadrant 1 - lower right hand); to teacher-assisted coaching of the learner (Quadrant 2); to collaborative learning amongst co-learners (Quadrant 3); and finally to independent learning status (Quadrant 4) where a learner is theoretically capable of replicating what has been taught/learned to help others learn the same or similar material.  The learning process is thus iterative where the continuation of learning spirals can lead to new knowledge and ability to lead and manage learning.
Table 2:  Stages of situational learning
Stage 3. Collaborative Learning Mode:
 Active learning where learning is constructed collaboratively with others.  Little need for the 'taught' or teaching mode because basic knowledge and skills are in place to take the next learning steps and create new knowledge. 3	Stage 2. Coaching Mode:Learners are well on the way to knowing rules of the road, but still need some assistance and teaching, especially in the form of coaching. Lectures and teaching are enhanced by learning in teams.  Case study methods are useful at this stage. 2
Stage 4. Independent Mode: The knowledge and skills necessary for managing/leading are in place.  Students are capable of replicating, teaching others knowledge and skills acquired and starting the cycle all over again – the making and doing stage.4	Stage 1. Novice or Beginner Mode: There is need and expectation for teaching and being taught – sit back and be taught stage, where the learner is dependent on a teacher to show what is right. Tests are used to assess learning.1
	Low <------------ Directive Behaviour and Task Behaviour ---------------> High
These stages of learning, progressing from intense task behaviour to minimally directed behaviour, provide a useful framework for students and faculty alike in an integrated program of study.
Turning to NSU and its mission to serve non-traditional students online, numerous management, leadership and learning challenges can be anticipated.  The theories discussed above are helpful for negotiating situations faced by faculty members in the NMBA program, and specifically in NMBA616, Global Business.  The impact of the revolution in communication and information technology on teaching and learning is profound, changing from a model based on the transmission of knowledge from teacher to learner to constructing knowledge in learning communities (Tapscott 2009; Gauntiett 2008; Lockwood 2000).  This transition is easier to depict and discuss than to achieve in education or analyze through research.
Fullan’s models of educational leadership as developed from 1994 – 2001 show the elements involved in moving from teacher leadership to a broader view of learning that involves educational leadership and change.  His elements are useful for identifying specific domains of leadership needed for change and learning in new ways, including technology-assisted learning.
Table 3:  Domains of teacher leadership and leading educational change
Teacher Leadership
Domains of teacher leadership
(Fullan 1994)	Educational Leadership
Domains of change leadership
(Fullan 2001)
Knowledge of teaching and learning	Coherence:
teaching, learning and context
Knowledge of educational context	
Knowledge of collegiality	Relationships
Opportunities for continual learning	Knowledge creation and sharing
Sense of moral purpose 	Moral purpose 
Management of the change process	Understanding change

2.3   Leading learning and change
The current education environment is one where change is constant – changes in educational philosophy, policy, student expectations, subject content and technology.  Keeping abreast of subject matter, methods and theories in the global business arena of the course is an ongoing challenge.  Changes in the faculty group composition and changes in the members’ geographic location can be unanticipated and frequent, requiring adjustments with every change.  A strategic theoretical model is needed to encompass learning and practice in the project setting.
Fullan’s and Wenger’s approaches for leadership in educational change are similar and appropriate for application to the project and its analysis.  By examining education issues from a business and education perspective, and using analytical tools from both, we find that corporate and education systems have much in common.  They are not identical, but they would both be better off (and hence so would society) if they strengthened their capacity to access and leverage hidden knowledge (Fullan 2001).
Learning is an integral part of the everyday life of communities and organizations.  The problem is not that people do not know this, but rather that systematic ways of talking about familiar experience are lacking.  Appropriate concepts are needed to make sense of the educational world, and direct perceptions and actions in a changing world that is rapidly becoming more complexly interconnected (Wenger 1998).
Concepts and categorical domains provided by theorists Wenger (2005, 1998) and Fullan (2001) are presented in Table 4 below.  They are useful for understanding the faculty’s social context of education and are used as methodological underpinning for organizing the research and as headings in the discussion that follows.
Table 4:  Leadership in education 
Teacher leadership and change (Fullan 2001)	Shared learning and change(Wenger 2005, 1998 )
Knowledge of teaching and learning in cohort context	Knowledge of shared learning in situational context
Relationships - Knowledge of collegiality	Relationships
Opportunities for continual learning – Knowledge creation and sharing	Learning continues for the duration of community life and function
Understanding, creating, managing change	Interaction with internal/external entities
Educating with moral purpose	Education for society and citizenship; learning for a small planet

As the migration from teacher-led leadership to learning-in-community and peer leadership occurs, the categories in Table 4 provide a conceptual tool for analyzing the form and function of faculty members in the research community.  They are assisted further by Fullan’s (1994) analytical subheadings below. 
Moral purpose:  Moral purpose is viewed as a quality comprised of beliefs and values (Ross 2007, 2006) generally held by individuals.  It refers to acting in an intentional way to make positive contributions to co-workers, customers, and society as a whole (Wenger 2005).  
Self-efficacy:  Self efficacy is defined as one’s beliefs about his/her capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect his/her life.  Self- efficacy determines, and is determined by, emotions [how one feels], cognitive activity [how one thinks], and behaviour [how one motivates himself/herself and behaves] (Bandura 1994).  Self-efficacy involves not only belief in one’s own knowledge, skills and abilities to perform, but also includes one’s perception of his/her capabilities to accomplish a certain level of performance.  Perceived self-efficacy includes the exercise of one’s judgment as to his/her capability to perform.  Bandura (1986) asserts that the stronger one’s perceived self-efficacy, the more vigorous and persistent are his/her efforts (p. 394).  An individual’s judgement of his or her ability to successfully engage in a task is essential in the individual outworking of all life contexts – personal, professional and organizational (Pajares 2002, 1994; Bandura 1997, 1986, 1977).  At the core, self-efficacy beliefs provide the foundation for personal motivation, well-being and accomplishment (Pajares 2001).  They touch on all other aspects of human activity and influence motivation, perseverance, stress management, life choices and confidence.  From an organizational perspective, confidence in one’s self is necessary for effectiveness as a group in conditions that are often uncharted and messy (Creed 2009; Kanter 2004, 1983; Fullan 2001).    
Relationships:  Leadership is embedded in social relationships (Wheatley 2009).  Given the cultural diversity and geographic distribution of the people comprising NSU along with the organizational mission to serve non-traditional and culturally diverse students through online education, relationship skills in the virtual environment can be challenging.  With the increase of virtual work, the legitimacy and character of virtual relationships is open to examination so as to bring greater understanding of what virtual relationships entail.  Creed (2009) finds that in the absence of normal human cues such as body language, people in virtual communities use other types of communication to convey the information necessary to establish and sustain relationships.  Using communication technologies as primary tools, the issue moves to how to best develop and improve virtual relationships.
It is curious that the term “social networking” has so quickly come to mean people relating through technology-enhanced networks.  Clearly the language for social interactions has adapted quickly to new social environments and conditions of the digital era, including the emotions people experience when they are gathering and/or working online.  It is therefore important to understand how relationships and emotions combine in conjunction with peer leadership.  In the symbolic interactionist view, emotions are self-referential and socially generative in relationship formation (Anderson 2008; Rapaille 2006; Goleman 1998; Denzin 1984; Goffman 1959).   By probing social relationships through participant accounts it appears possible to trace how relationships form in the virtual community and how the meaning of relationships can influence education practices, including knowledge creation and change management.  Accessing people in their relational domain also serves a purpose for understanding the construction of self, organization and communities (Wenger 1998; Beattie 1995), and helps to integrate these areas and opposing views about them (Martin 2007; van Maanen 1988; Fullan 2001). 
Knowledge creation through shared opportunities: Learning from peers combines instructors as leaders bringing disparate parts of the community together, enabling peer leadership as it is experienced from various points on an educational hierarchy continuum or within it (Beattie 2007; Fullan 2001).  Thinking, feeling, values and behaviour are involved (Ross 2006; Damasio 1999; Williams & Burden 1997; Bandura 1977).   The study provides opportunity to understand how peer leaders integrate their experience, knowledge and personal change as they reflect, report and relate the results of the reflection process for themselves and the benefit of other community members.  Barth (1967) refers to this process as an exchange of prestations.  
Coherence:  Integrating expanded knowledge has implications for improving leadership practice and learning.  In order for there to be coherence in online education there must be knowledge of adult education (andragogy), knowledge of teaching and learning, knowledge of the educational context, and of competency-based teaching in support of competency-based learning.  Without coherence there is likely to be fragmentation between mission, strategy and operations (Juran 2003).
Understanding change:  The deep text, or thick description (Geertz 1973) from the interviews on which this qualitative study is based provides material through which to understand how change occurs and is managed in the research setting.  There is therefore an aspect of this study that comprises elements of action research (Beattie 2007; Winter 1989) even though the study is not geared toward actionable outcomes.  In this regard, study of the human experience can be viewed as an experiment in combining, recombining and considering what is “felt” and has often been treated as disjointed or unimportant parts of faculty experience.  Jongmans (1974) recognizes this important but overlooked area of human experience as ‘the neglected factor’.  Rapaille (2006) calls it the ‘culture code’ of human experience. 
Tapping the cognitive and emotional dimensions of leadership (as determined through human experience and informed by theory) through inquiry-based methodology, and communicated in published and other forms, should have useful applications.  Practitioners who access and apply the findings can become more informed and confident peer leaders who are capable in their work with others of letting go as change occurs and as they lead change (Wheatley 2009; Nissley 2007; Fullan 2001).  This approach hinges on the idea that people in practice communities are intentional and resourceful, yet are at the same time influenced by other domains of organization such as management and technology.  
In a sense, all those involved in this research are co-researchers with me.  Their ideas can contribute to new approaches and the design of situation-based projects from which to generate change.  
2.4   Peer leadership
Peer leadership entails relationships (Wenger 2008; Uhl-Bien 2006) and learning from one’s own peers - seeking advice from others who are in a similar situation as oneself - and leading together in a collaborative environment (Chrislip & Larson 1994).  Peer leadership offers an alternative model for leadership development in all types of organizations. As Wilde (2006) affirms, peer leadership has advantages over formal organizational leadership. It has potential to lessen the need for structured organizational training programs in leadership because the people involved can ‘train’ each other.  Peer leadership is dynamic, emergent and capacity building as members rely on and assist one another for knowledge and skill enhancement.   Peer networks function according to shared responsibilities, and the peer leadership arising tends to form by chance as a result of people being in the same physical geographic location and/or in organizational proximity (Dixon 2005), or in settings such as NMBA616 where members are distributed and access each other in virtual space. Whatever the environment, and by its very nature, peer leadership is based in collaboration.
Peer leaders may function in the same team with other members having different qualifications or different roles and spheres of influence (Islam 2008; Gray & Halbert 1998) within or external to the organization concerned.  In the case of team teaching, peer leadership can emerge by way of the knowledge and skills exchange between an experienced professor and an incoming instructor or faculty assistant.  Their academic preparation and roles may be different but they have a common goal and common supporting function (Goffman 1973).
Due to the difficulty of observing the process and results of collaborative practice (Jaffee, Traitenberg & Fogarty 1986) in online settings, I consulted directly with online collaborative practitioners for understanding (Kaplan and Simon 1990).  The substance of this undertaking is discussed in Chapter 4 with additional analysis in Chapter 5. 
Human interaction in peer leadership is concerned with the mutual understanding that emerges with the construction of meaning (Williams & Burden 1997) and confidence (Kanter 2004).  It is likely that negotiating meaning about roles and relationships (Fullan 2001, 1994; Wenger 1995; Goffman 1959) in any setting, and especially in distributed online education, occurs as leadership traits combine and recombine rather than by people planning or conforming to predetermined rules, practices and policies.  Confidence either is or is not present, but it can be generated in a strong peer environment.  
Returning to the research questions, other questions are pertinent; e.g., “do people think, let’s be a community of practice?” or, “is the process of community formation essentially unconscious?”  It is proposed at this stage that failure to engage in peer activities, including assuming leadership roles, can undermine the acceptance of a member by others, and can also detract from the strength and dynamic of the practice community.  Better use of human resources and human resourcefulness appears to be needed (Nissley 2007).  Peer leadership is a resource that can help in today’s university and managerial environments.  Fullan (2001) expands:
After years of work on structural changes – standards and testing and ways of holding students and schools accountable – the education policy world has turned its attention to the people charged with making the system work.  Nowhere is the focus on the human element more prevalent than in the recent recognition of the importance of strong and effective leadership       (p. 135).
As academic leaders of MBA education, NMBA616 practitioners face increasing demands from industry for competent graduates.  At the same time there are varied pressures on them for content delivery, high student evaluations of faculty and adherence to the institution’s fiscal and student retention goals.  Of necessity they must draw on a variety of leadership and support systems.  These include university teaching and learning centres, online support, administrative and other support, especially the support of the people with whom they work most directly.  The importance of peer leadership in organizations is often neglected (Jongmans & Claessen 1974), a profound factor but sometimes an unrecognized and poorly understood resource.  In contrast to the more familiar bureaucratic and top-down forms of management and leadership, peer leadership is situational amongst individuals within organizations where the individuals who work together seek and provide task and issue guidance to one another as needed.  There is some evidence that the need for knowledge readily accessible from peers is more valued and takes precedence over the distant authority of official management (Creed, Zutshi & Ross 2009; Kollock 2007; Bergum & Dosseter 2005).  Recognition of and support for peer leadership in communities of practice therefore makes good business, institutional and academic sense.
2. 5   Community of practice
The concept of a community of practice starts with people who come together to carry out activities in everyday life, especially in the workplace.  These groupings are distinct from the formal institutional or organizational structures from which they emerge and are characterised as follows (Wenger 1998, 1995):
Purpose.  Groups develop around things that matter. 
Mutual engagement.  Members interact with each other.
Joint enterprise.  Members have a common endeavour. 
Identity.  They develop common resources of individual/group identities. 
Self-organizing.  Groups tend to be internally led and managed.
Spontaneous.  Groups arise according to need and opportunity. 
Nurturance.  Groups thrive when diverse, distributed internal leadership is present.

As stated earlier, communities of practice have been around as long as human beings have been.  So, it is not surprising that they are everywhere. The concept is currently experiencing a tremendous surge of interest as people and organizations worldwide face the complexities of globalization, the need exists to work, manage and share knowledge more efficiently in new and uncharted situations (Wheatley 2009; Kimble, Hildreth & Bourdon 2008; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002).  With the rise of the Internet and Web 2.0 (Tapscott 2007), interest in virtual communities of practice is also expanding quickly (Wheatley 2009; Wenger 2008, 1995; Kondratova & Goldfarb 2004; Kimble, Hildreth & Wright 2001).  The reasons for mushrooming interest are many, and some of them have been addressed already.  Operational modalities that are cost effective, resource-smart and satisfying, appeal to organizational leaders who understand discontinuity and want to work smarter (Tapscott 2007).  Based on her work with organizations worldwide, Wheatley (2009) concludes that communities and relationships are fundamental elements for the present era of discontinuity.
Wenger (1998) classifies communities of practice according to domain, community, practice, identity and agency which I use later as an analytical framework for examining the NMBA616 faculty team.  
2.5.1   Identity and agency
Wenger asserts that identity, in the context of organizations, is about much more than belonging and having shared interests.  Identity depends on relationships, self-efficacy and how an individual engages in the world. This engagement involves assurance that one is useful and learning.  Considerable sensitivity and skill is necessary to elicit descriptions of individual identities (Rapaille 2006).  As organizations change and loyalties shift communities of practice can be important homes for identities (Kahan 2004; Wenger 1998).
Identity.  Identity refers to a long-term living relationship between individuals, their place and their participation together in a community of practice.  Personal self-identity, knowing and social membership involve each other (Wenger 2008 personal communication).  Identity derives from interaction amongst individuals who may have multiple identities and, depending on the situation, multiple ways of connecting with each other.
Agency.  Agency is a phenomenon of social structure that refers to the position of subjects and their behaviour in the structure (MacDonald 2008 personal communication).  Agency is not merely about human action, but entails the ability of individuals, as agent, to be proactively engaged in self-development and exercise control over what happens to them.  It is influenced by self-efficacy and confidence (Kanter 2004; Bandura 1982) and refers to behaviour in institutions with imperfections which are managed, buffered and adapted (Mitnick 2005).  Using the premise of social behaviour, agency is a concept emerging from human science that applies to organizational science.  In a sense, agency represents society and its structures as influencing behaviour (Bandura 1982).  Agency has to do with choice – freedom and lack of freedom.  To be human is to be an agent.  Agent knowledge informs actions, reproduces social structures and in turn helps enforce and maintain the trust people have in society and its structures.  In agency theory humans contribute to the construction, reproduction and transformation of society (Giddens 1986).
Agency is an elusive concept (Caldwell 2008) requiring additional approaches for analyzing global enterprises and workplaces characterized by discontinuity, restructuring, new levels of complexity and change (Wenger 2008).  According to Wenger (2008), a theoretical blend of sociology, social psychology and organization is a timely and congruent way to understand learning as a social entity.  Shared learning can be an outcome when identities, agency and relationships are embedded in a community and its practice.  
2.5.2   Domain, community and practice
The Domain.  A community of practice has an identity defined by a shared domain of interest.  It is not just a group of friends or a network of connected people.  Membership implies a commitment to the domain and shared competence that distinguishes members from others.  Inside the domain,  knowledge and skills are not necessarily recognized as expertise.
The Community.  As members pursue interests in their domain they engage in joint activities and discussion.  They help each other, share information and build relationships that help them learn from each other.  Members do not necessarily work together on a daily basis or in the same physical setting.  A community of practice is characterized by interaction and learning together.
The Practice.   Members of a community of practice are practitioners.  They have a common function that involves shared resources such as stories, tools, language and ways of addressing recurring issues.  They share common practice which takes time and sustained interaction to develop.  
It is the combination of domain, community and practice with identity and agency that constitutes a community of practice (Wenger 1998).  Chapter 5 recognizes community efficacy as a quality that guides and supports a community of practice and helps keep its spirit alive.
Community efficacy:  There is a view of organizations and groups having community or collective efficacy.  Collective efficacy refers to members’ perceptions of their group’s competency or collective ability to enact behaviours, to engage in and complete designated tasks (Yost, Campbell & Shea 1993; Bandura 1986).  Collective efficacy is rooted in self efficacy (Bandura 1986, p. 449).  While it can be said that collective efficacy is an aggregate of individual members’ self-efficacy (Parker 1994; Earley 1999; Jex & Gudanowski 1992), it is more.  Collective efficacy also takes into account members’ perceptions of the capabilities of the rest of the group, and members’ perceptions of how well the group works together as a whole (Rose 2009 personal communication).  Given this definition, inferences may be drawn for evidence of collective virtual community efficacy in this research, where collective efficacy is based on member competency and collective ability to perform tasks (Hochwater 2001; Bandura 1986).  
Confidence:  Confidence consists of positive expectations for favourable outcomes, influencing willingness to invest or withhold emotional energy, time, reputation and other resources. According to organization expert, Elizabeth Moss Kanter, confidence lies at the heart of civilization – self-confidence, confidence in others and group confidence.  Everything about an organization or community depends on it.  Ultimately, confidence is based on whether or not we feel we can count on others and ourselves to accomplish what needs to be done.  Confidence determines whether individual or collective steps are tiny and tentative or big and bold (Kanter 2004).
The research interviews were designed to elicit the emotional (psychological) levels of individuals through their expression of their beliefs, values and attitudes (Rapaille 2006; Williams & Burden 1997; Bandura 1982).  Analysis of the transcribed responses provides access to the social relevance of individual and collective identity and agency in a community of practice.
2.5.3   Communities of practice as a theory of learning 
A theory of learning acknowledges that informal groups differ from those having formal structures and regular face-to-face contact (Macdonald 2008; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002).  
The communities of practice approach to learning represents a significant rethink of learning as well as organization management and how business is done (Barton 2005).  The theory takes learning beyond the individual to social situations, including distributed practice.  Given competitive global trends, many organizations, including educational, turn to downsizing and outsourcing in order to do more with less.  At the same time individuals in organizations are challenged to do more with less – and expected to make this shift willingly.  In education a paradigm shift is taking learning beyond the curriculum to new areas and ways of working together.  It is imperative to recognize these shifts and make the most of them (Tapscott 2008; Gladwell 2008, 2002).  
A community is comprised of people who have a common set of interests to do something in common.  It is concerned with motivation, it is self-generating and self-selecting.  It is not necessarily co-located, but has common interests that influence but do not direct work patterns.  Channelling knowledge and responsibility to communities of practice is viewed as a successful strategy for knowledge dissemination in discontinuous times, providing a means for peer collaboration and information exchange in distributed communities (Kondratova 2004; Fullan 2006, 1995; Wenger 2000).  As portrayed in Table 5 below, Wenger’s communities of practice framework presents learning as a social endeavour and a construct for determining how community (belonging), identity (becoming), practice (doing) and meaning (experience) conjoin and interact.
Table 5:  Learning as a social experience (Wenger 2007)
Community	Identity	Practice	Meaning
belonging	becoming	doing	experience
Returning to situated learning, engagement and participation in a community of practice is a fundamental learning process (Wenger 2008; Barton 2005; Wenger 1998; Wilde 2006). Colleagues working together as peers are likely to develop expertise and improve their leadership skills through the sharing of ideas, experiences, advice and knowledge with those involved in the same or similar pursuits.  The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.
2.6   Virtual communities of practice
Kondratova (2004) believes the challenge of a virtual educational community of practice is at least three-fold:  1) it has to provide content for users, 2) it has to encourage participation in the community and 3) it needs to facilitate communication and interaction among the practitioners.
Social structure is vital to understanding virtual communities of practice.  Even though communities are flexible and changing, there is always structure in them (Giddens 1986; Fortes 1970; Olson 1968).  The same can be said of virtual communities of practice, a point that is taken up in Chapter 4 discussion about community form and function.
Generating knowledge in a virtual community of practice is a new concept to some.  It can be daunting, unsettling and exciting, depending on individual inclination and the peer support available.  There are many techniques that could be used for pushing content to and from members, but the aim is for members to generate content by and among themselves. New knowledge can be produced as community members create it together, a process which depends on peers taking responsibility for leading learning and generates spontaneity, new life and community interest (Salmon 2000; Hildreth 2000).
2.6.1   Peer leadership in a virtual community of practice
Much of the literature and understanding about leadership accumulated prior to the discontinuous digital era and is becoming irrelevant in virtual organizations today.  It stands to reason that new approaches for understanding leadership are needed.  Attention to peer leadership in distributed communities of practice is therefore highly relevant.  Given the size and global reach of organizations, it seems safe to assume that people are likely to have greater trust and confidence in, and receptivity to, peers who are in situations similar to their own.  In virtual organizations this means having technology-mediated access to other people who can provide emotional and practical support as needed (Beatty 2007; Dixon 2005; Goleman 1998).  Counsel with those having similar experiences is a valuable and trustworthy resource.  This raises questions about blended settings with virtual and face-to-face components (Macdonald 2008).  This is a complicating matter that falls for the most part outside the scope of this project.
With peer leadership, decisions are made based on the ability to respond immediately to myriad and emergent context-specific issues, details and opportunities, rather than relying on instructions and control from management hierarchies.  When assistance with a particular problem draws on skills and knowledge that emerge from the community and its members, the practice functions as it should – in a timely, relevant, embedded, effective and identity-reinforcing manner where confidence and trust can bloom.  To illustrate, a faculty member may need immediate help concerning student behaviour, a technical difficulty or assignment interpretation. Guidance in the best way possible must be available just at the time it is needed - not just in case it is needed (Dixon 2005).
As indicated previously, online teaching/learning environments are primarily asynchronous. As a dispersed educational team, members may be far apart geographically. They generally communicate asynchronous in technology-assisted conversations where questions are posed and refined, insights reframed, and solutions are collegially found (Gibson, Blackwell, Dominicis, & Demerath 2002).  Sometimes members of virtual faculty teams may engage by means of web-based chat rooms, telephone and other technology-assisted communication.  In synchronous and asynchronous settings alike they operate across time and space to inform themselves and each other, and from this process a unique virtual practice community of peers is formed.  This is an iterative process where members take stock of what they know, what they can give, what they can take and what can be exchanged within the group (Hersey & Blanchard 1986; Olsen 1968; Barth 1967).
Whether they are interacting synchronously or asynchronously, the virtual learning environment requires considerable levels of reciprocal confidence and trust in all members and domains (Kanter 2004; Thomsen 1998) as trust of the manager-administrators in the dispersed faculty, faculty in management-administration, and the virtual peers in one another.  Technology needs to be so seamless and supportive that community members need not be concerned about it.
2.7   In summary
Until recently, theorists have tended to explore leadership in organizations where people are in direct physical contact.  This project represents a significant shift from this approach in its concern for individual-level leadership embedded in the virtual setting where the research participants practice.  Theories about how leadership in large organizations apply to virtual communities are of limited value and would not contribute at the ontological level of this research.  Rather, this research is directed at understanding what constitutes effective practice and mutual peer leadership in connected online situations where work is based on networks, relationships and individual interactions.
Wheatley (2009, 2006) is emphatic that thick layers of bureaucracy do not work in today’s technology-enhanced and digitally connected environments where biology, chaos theory and quantum physics have changed the way systems are viewed and understood.  Organizational charts of learning organizations are messy and interconnected, not hierarchical (Wheatley 2009; Kollock 2007).  Practical approaches are therefore needed to harness resources for settings having diverse and competing demands.  Critical observation reveals how informal situational leadership occurs.  When technology is added to the learning situation, it provides new opportunities for distributed group learning and peer leadership emerging from within virtual communities (Wenger 2008; Barton 2005; Kondratova 2004; Kimble, Hildreth & Wright 2001).
Summarizing further, the study is directed didactically and the methodology in Chapter 3 is designed to capture and inform this objective for a CoP that is distributed in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, Germany, India, Japan, Turkey, UAE, UK, Ukraine and various points in USA.  The research questions are presented on pages 9 and 10.  Essentially, they ask: 
	To what extent does the faculty team who deliver an online global business management course constitute a community?  
	What is the nature of faculty relationships in the global business management course?  
	What leadership issues emerge and need to be addressed in a virtual setting?  
(Please see Appendix III for “Categorical overview: management, leadership, peer leadership.)





	Chapter 3 presents the theoretical background, rationale and methodology used in this study.  My research approach employs an interpretive methodology in the tradition of Weinberg (2002), Crotty (1998) and Bogden & Biklen (1992).  This approach is used to bring participant experience and meaning to the foreground.  By uncovering experience as it is lived, and by developing a convincing description of that experience (Bergum 1997; van Manen 1990; Habermas 1972), being in community is brought to light in an enriched way that contributes original knowledge to existing knowledge.  While I did not intend to present a case study, nevertheless effort has been made to portray, analyze and interpret the uniqueness of real individuals and situations through their accessible accounts.  Hopefully, the benefit of this research project may well contribute to the action and intervention that a case study could potentially provide for those who are involved in leadership issues in virtual communities.  This chapter describes the research design with reference to the theory, data collection methods and analysis, including the themes and categories that emerge from the theoretical framework and lead to the deeper exploration and interpretation that follows in Chapter 4.  The chapter reports the ethical considerations, procedures used, and concludes with a discussion of the authenticity, trustworthiness, reliability and limitations of the study.  
3.1   Theory and rationale for choice of research method
Theory is described as “a set of interrelated constructs [concepts], definitions, and propositions that presents a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables with the purpose of explaining and predicting the phenomena” (Kerlinger 1970 in Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000 p. 11).  Theory gathers isolated bits of empirical data together into a coherent conceptual framework having wider applicability (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000).  The theoretical construct of this study is approached by way of symbolic interaction and social learning theory to reveal community interactions and understand how peer leadership emerges in a distributed virtual community of global business educational practice.  Reasons for emphasis on interpreting interactions are explained later.
As a theory, symbolic interactionism represents how meanings are formed when individuals relate to each other (Bandura 2008, 1986; Mead 1982; Blumer 1969, 1937; Barth 1967).  It holds that meaning is central to human interaction and that responses are based on the interpretations or definitions of interactions rather than on simple reaction.  Accordingly, responses in groups are made on symbol-mediated meaning attached to the actions of others (Blumer 1969). This core principle contributes to understanding how self and identity are established and enhanced in a social context (Wenger 1998).  
Social learning theory assists understanding how relationships form and peer learning occurs in a social setting (Bandura & Walters 1963).  In this study, peers with different levels of skill, experience and knowledge learn together by mediating their knowledge and skills in a technically-based virtual social setting through symbols of language, routines and shared meanings (Feuerstein 1991; Vygotsky 1978, 1962; Williams & Burden 1997).	
Goffman’s (1959) work on symbolic interactionism, which examines, describes and analyzes the construction and presentation of self and examining meaning in everyday interactions provides a lens for examining virtual interactions.  Using the symbolism of a theatrical stage, he shows how players enact roles and manipulate boundaries (front and back stages) in all their social interactions.  His work is in identifying roles as a unit of inquiry and determining how the participants draw upon their own inner resources (back stage) in role formation that they are, or are not, willing to share on the front stage of their work and interactions with their peers.  Since behaviour is not immediately observable in the technology-mediated environment of the interviews, I had to determine what comprises the ‘front stage’ in virtual education settings, and what the ‘back stage’ regions of peer relationships are.  In this regard I had to rely on what the participants said about themselves and what they inferred about others (Levinson 2003).  I knew from previous qualitative research experience that participant accounts are nuanced and therefore require a methodology that helps tease out the deeper domains and codes represented by participant accounts.  I also had to determine how individuals manage their experience on a situational basis.  From a symbolic interactionist perspective, Goffman’s work brings practical dimensions to the analysis of social interactions and adds colour and texture to the conceptual development of this qualitative study.  
Social learning theory challenges notions that change happens primarily at the individual level and takes social interactions into account (Wenger 1998).  It places emphasis on interpersonal relations involving imitation and provides a categorical framework of learning by which the processes of social interactions can be observed as they emerge in their contexts.  Emergence is the process by which separate individuals connect and strengthen their interactions, efforts and interdependencies to form a stronger system of influence.  In Wheatley’s (2009) view social learning theory is therefore useful for understanding the detailed information-processing mechanisms by which social interactions affect behaviour and are borne out in community practice situations (Bandura 1977).  Wenger (1998, 2008) affirms the appropriateness of social learning theory and interpretive inquiry for investigating social worlds, including faculty experiences in a virtual community.  
3.2   Research design and the researcher’s role
Research questions concerning practice, community and peer leadership are well suited to qualitative enquiry.  The sections of this chapter are organized to get to the core of peer leadership by way of an emergent research design and the social interactions involved.  Social learning theory is key to understanding how online educators learn from one another (Wheatley 2009; Ross 2006; Vygotsky 1978; Bandura 1977, 1963) and informs the social perspective of learning in a practice setting which is used as the methodological framework for this project involving a virtual community (Wenger 1998).  
The purpose of interpretive research is to understand indirectly how it may influence or stimulate change.  From the early stages onwards, the interpretive researcher relates to the context as it is.  It does not attempt to control the variables at work in the setting.  Recognizing the potential of the variables in and of themselves to reveal unexpected insights and interpretations (Burns 1999), my aim was to obtain rich data that would provide a thick descriptive (Geertz 1973; Ryle 1949) base of participant experience from which themes, categorical interpretations and understanding could be drawn.
Interpretive inquiry lends well to questions about how work gets done and how people interact when they work virtually.  Cohen (2000) suggests that social worlds, such as a virtual community of practice, can be understood only from the standpoint of the individuals who are part of them and involved in the activities under investigation.  Referring to the research questions, there is ample support for using interpretive methodology for examining the issues identified.
Given the technology-based setting of online education where the participants work, findings from my earlier work on CALL (Ross 2006) also support the research design of this study.  In the CALL study classroom teachers report that increased use of technology promotes better peer relationships. The teachers also assert that their ability to form and sustain good peer relationships contributes to their own personal satisfaction and professional success.  They reported they do not feel isolated working online.  Rather, the use of technology contributes to their learning and strengthens feelings of engagement, encouragement and confidence in their abilities to take on new things.  Informed by these findings, the virtual faculty members in this study expected they would find their technology-based environment a community enhancing and socially enabling resource.  Referring to issues raised in concluding the last chapter, the research design asks how work gets done in a virtual community without anyone in the immediate vicinity to manage and lead, and if in fact the participant group constitutes a community of practice in Wenger’s terms.
3.3   Research method
The selection of qualitative methodology is influenced by my professional interests and research philosophy.  Interpretive research aligns my expanding interests in communities of practice with how they function in virtual settings, especially peer leadership in distributed online graduate education (Klein & Pritchard 2006; Hoefling 2003).  The method requires understanding the research setting (Crotty 1998; Shulman 1988) and involvement with the participants in ways that capture the unique dynamics of their situation and experience.  My own involvement in online education provides a perspective from which to view and understand the environment in which the participants work.  
Qualitative research may have as many interpretations of the data as there are researchers (Kvale 1996).  The strength of qualitative research is therefore in the development of a strategy and methods appropriate to the situation being studied (Holliday 2001).  With regard to online practitioners, it was strategic to learn from them and their experiences in an interpretive way.  Using technology-based communications face-to-face interactions with participants were not possible except for a few times when I met with members physically in conference settings.  Data gathering was conducted at a distance and based on participants’ accounts of their experiences.  The findings and conclusions are based almost entirely on participants’ verbal or written accounts and my own interpretations of them.
As the research process evolved it was my good fortune to meet several CoP and other researchers relevant to my study.   Etienne Wenger’s (August 2008) involvement in an international conference near my home presented an opportunity to meet him one-on-one and attend his keynote conference address about CoPs.  I also participated in associated breakout sessions on the topic.  I also had opportunities to meet with other theorists and methodologists such as Wheatley (September 2009), known for her cutting edge work on leadership, and Picinnin and Knapper (June 2007), known for their research about leadership in higher education.  I attended a webinar session presented by them (Knapper & Picinnin 2007) and attended an education conference where they presented their research findings.  The fact that one of my interviewees was (now deceased) a theorist and methodologist with a background as a PhD philosopher was an added bonus.   His theoretical insights added considerably to the interpretive underpinnings brought forward in the interviews with him and contributed to my overall understanding of the community in relation to management and technology externalities.  Conducting the interviews in the way I explain provided opportunities for participants to reflect on their experiences and account for their roles and activities in the academic niches they occupy.  
Use of an emergent research design throughout the data collection process helped me to probe and interpret faculty experience in the virtual community of practice.  An emergent research design encourages adjustments in research plans according to what is learned as the study evolves (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000; Lincoln & Guba 1985).  I turned specifically to the emergent research method used by Rapaille for data gathering.  This culture coding method seeks for experiential archetypes and is based on an investigative pattern comprised of three distinct ‘discovery sessions’ which are carried out at intervals.  Rapaille (2009, 2006) explains what distinguishes an archetype discovery from other research findings: 
An archetype discovery uncovers why a given group of people think and behave the way they do.  They dig under rational reasoning to uncover the true emotional and biological roots of opinions and behaviours.  Understanding the unconscious foundation provides tools to understand communication and behaviour (Rapaille 2009). 
Although Rapaille’s method is directed primarily to research for marketing and product development, it applies well to my research goals.  According to Rapaille (2006), the first discovery session taps the cortex of the participant’s brain.  Responses to questions in the first session are given on the spur of the moment, off the top of the head, or off the cuff – from the ‘cortex of the brain’ (p.14).  These immediate responses are superficial and not to be fully trusted.   Rapaille says you can’t believe what people say at this stage, but their responses lead to later stages of the inquiry.  In the second session participants are asked to delve more deeply into their conscious self from where emotional responses to issues are elicited.  Then, in the third session, the researcher gets to the ‘reptilian’ part of respondent brains where the instincts are housed.  Rapaille is adamant that it is in our human reptilian brains that the real answers lie.  This 3-stage process is useful to the interviewer and the interviewee alike.  It informs the interviewer to be vigilant for developmental stages within the interview, triggers a response to probe through nuances and cautions against taking what is reported for granted.  It leads to deeper content and more profound levels of understanding.  This emergent method alerts the researcher that deeper responses and richer insights can accrue progressively through the interview stages. 
In keeping with the interpretivist approach, I adapted Rapaille’s 3-stage method according to opportunities and constraints of my own situation.  On the opportunity side, I had contact with people who were willing to participate in the study and eager to explore their own practice in detail.  Appropriate technology was available, and the research was of interest to and authorized by the university administration.  On the constraints side, the fact that my project is self-funded and involves a dispersed worldwide community adds complexity and imposes time limits on investigating the rapidly expanding subject areas of online education.
3.4   Participants
The research population in this study consists of a selection of 15 professors and faculty assistants involved in NSU’s NMBA616 online course, Global Business.  While some of the individuals were known to me prior to the study, others were and are known only through our virtual communications.  Since the project began I have come to know them all much better.  Fortuitously, I have had the privilege of meeting a number of them face-to-face.
Members of my sample were selected for three main reasons:  purpose, purposiveness and ease of accessibility (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000).  Purpose relating to this project was discussed earlier in Chapters 1 and 2.  Purposive sampling refers to the deliberate selection of individuals for participation in a study (Silverman 2000) to achieve representativeness and variability in the data (Lincoln & Guba 1985).  Accessibility refers to the selection of participants on the basis of ease and possibility of their involvement (Burton 1996).  Given my position as an academic at NSU, it was not difficult to engage willing participants who met these criteria.  The participants in the study have varying professional backgrounds and differ in their years of experience in teaching the course.  While some were relative newcomers to the course, others had been involved with it as long as 10 years.  Coming from a variety of backgrounds, including multilateral organizations, industry, law, military, international business and academic institutions, the participants were well suited to the purpose, purposive and accessibility criteria. Their remarkable range of experiences in sectors and countries worldwide provided rich and colourful information.  The data from which the research themes and categories are drawn is extensive.
Questions (topics) were devised to guide interviews with participants who are involved in a virtual online teaching team community.  The sample individuals were contacted by email or telephone with an invitation to participate.  The participants are listed by pseudonym in Appendix IV along with their professional credentials and experience.  A wealth of resources is represented in the NMBA616 faculty group.  Each participant brings his/her own expertise and experience to the community.
3.5   Data collection
Qualitative research methods allow for a variety of techniques in data gathering.  While there is no definite prescription for which data collection instrument should be used, Cohen (2000) declares that the main issue is fitness for purpose.  I tried to be mindful of this axiom at all stages.  For example, the number of people I could have interviewed was more like 30 than 15.  Given my time and financial constraints however it was not possible to interview everyone.  Also, some of the faculty instructors taught only occasionally.  I had to select a sample of interviewees who ‘fit the purpose’ and constraints of the research.  This involved a relatively straight-forward decision.
I then began to contact selected participants by email and telephone.  To my pleasure, no one declined participation.  Everyone I approached was excited about the topic and willing to contribute to the data gathering process through interviews conducted from a distance using available technology.  Dates and times for getting together were agreed upon and a suitable environment for recording the interviews was set up in my home office.  Fortunately, I already had a reliable tape recorder designed for interview purposes.  To aid in later transcriptions I borrowed a transcribing machine from a friend, but found it was not compatible with the tapes used in my recorder.  I invested in my own transcriber through an online source.  One by one participants were contacted and the recorded semi-structured interviews began (primarily by teleconference and computer-based ‘Elluminate’) between me at my home in Canada and the participants at their locations in Australia, USA, UK, Europe and other parts of Canada.
Interviews are special forms of conversation that provide a way of asking people to talk about their lives and experiences (Holstein & Gubrium 1995).  Among the variety of data collecting methods possible, I used semi-guided teleconference interviews (see Appendix I) as the main method to generate information and collect data.   In addition to the use of published resources and distance interviews, I also used e-mail, a radio broadcast interview with Albert Bandura (CBC Radio 2008), informal face-to-face discussions at conferences and other meetings, and follow-up telephone discussions to clarify concepts and my interpretations.
Because humans exercise agency (individual choice and intention) in their own ways, and notice things in terms of their own values (Wenger 1998; Layder 1994), I probed for deep, emotion-based views that would inform the research questions and shed light on the growing fields of communities of practice, especially peer leadership in virtual communities of practice.  Qualitative methods allow for such discovery (Rapaille 2006; Weinberg 2002).  This research is premised on the belief that discoveries about peer relationships and leadership can be made as a function of situation, growth, change, problem solving and the creativity generated by shared experience and knowledge.  It was helpful to draw on skills from my earlier linguistic and language training to guide and interpret the interview events and to obtain direct and indirect knowledge from the participants concerning formal and informal aspects of their work.  As the data collection process evolved, I became more adept at picking up cues from what people said in the technology-assisted setting. Their voice inflection and my own improving management of the interaction assisted this process.  I found Levenson’s (2003) work about semantic referencing in speech interactions a useful conceptual backdrop.  He asserts that the semantic reference points in speech function in ways similar to the grammatical and other patterns in spoken and written language.  Although I did not draw specifically on this methodology, I found that being conscious of it helped me be more mindful of the nuances and patterns in what participants at a distance were saying.
Rapaille’s (2009, 2006) culture code methods worked well in guiding the quest for information.  Rather than conducting only one interview with each participant, the series of three discovery sessions described earlier were arranged to yield a richer and more nuanced understanding.  Rapaille views emotion and tapping into emotion as the key to learning from the research process:  If you want to get real information, ask what people “feel”, what their memories and impressions are.  Rapaille (2006) claims it is a mistake to accept what people say the first time around in response to the topics posed: 
Even the most self-examining of us are rarely in close contact with our subconscious.  We have little interaction with this powerful force that drives so much of our actions.  Early on in my career I realized that, if I wanted to help people identify what something really meant to them, I needed to adopt the role of professional stranger [investigator].  By the third hour of a discovery session people finally begin to say what they really mean (pp. 14, 15).
Given time (my own and participants’ time) and budget constraints, and in working together with participants at a distance, Rapaille’s methods were adapted to accommodate the virtual environment.  In place of the three face-to-face sessions advised by Rapaille I decided to conduct two real-time discovery sessions interspersed by an e-mail transmission of the questions.  Using teleconference and computer-based Elluminate, individual interactional sessions were planned and conducted.  In the initial one-hour session, participants were asked to provide impromptu, candid responses without prior knowledge of the questions.  Following the initial session, I sent my interview questions by e-mail for the participant’s further consideration and contemplation.  In keeping with my methodological purpose and Rapaille’s culture code discovery-session process, a week later the same topics were reviewed with the participants to draw out further deeper meanings to their initial responses.  The recorded interviews were then transcribed and analysed for themes and categories as well as for information that would provide enlightenment to interpretations of the data.
3.5.1   Interviews and techniques
With the exception of a few telephone interviews, all previous interviews in my doctoral program had been conducted face to face, either in Sharjah-Dubai or Alberta.  Accordingly, conducting the interviews for this study by distance, and supported by technology, was a relatively new experience and one in which many new skills were learned and insights gained.  Once the research area had been defined, it was necessary to determine how the research would be conducted.  Various tools such as surveys and questionnaires were considered.  Given the proposed timeframe and other constraints, I decided that using these common tools would not be as useful for obtaining data as conducting interviews at a distance.  As mentioned earlier, face to face interviews weren’t possible given the worldwide distribution of the participants.  I therefore decided to conduct the interviews using available distance technologies including telephone and computer-based voice-over software for communication.  Interview guidance from the literature review was applied in gathering, recording and transcribing the interviews.
Reflection by the researcher on the research process and interview content is an essential component of the research design and has been shown as an effective way to understand participants’ perceptions and sharpen the findings to be reported in the results (Rapaille 2006).  I found that using a system of informal verification techniques as the study progressed, along with an interval of at least one week between interviews, served the research well. During the interval participants also had occasion to reflect on the questions presented to them in the first session.  Reviewing the questions online, printing them out and then thinking about the issues in greater detail appeared to bring more informed emotional responses from participants during the third and final discovery session.  This emergent system enabled me to review and refine my research questions in ways that are common to qualitative research.  Ultimately it served my research purposes and contributed well to the research reliability.
In conducting the interviews I found there was sometimes a stress between the questions posed and the 'semi-guided' intent of the interview flow.  This being my first time to conduct interviews by distance, I found it was not easy to guide the interviews so the participants would respond in ways that kept the interview on track and provided information in line with the prepared questions and the research intentions.  Drawing the interviewee back on track, if and when diversions occurred, was often challenging.  Sometimes I experienced a dilemma about whether to press on with my own agenda or to allow for digression in the hope that useful insights (Burns 1999) would be forthcoming.  All in all, I found conducting the interviews to be an adaptive process requiring continuous review of the research questions and mindfulness about the emergent nature of the qualitative research process.
Technology was vital to the process but had its own issues.  When using interactive virtual communication technology such as Elluminate I found it problematic (clumsy) to manage the interview flow.  This is because the 'talk' button is interactive rather than permitting of continuous interaction and flow.  That is, the talk button has to be clicked so the participant can respond to the question posed.  The participant then clicks on his/her 'talk' button to indicate that the response is complete.  One talks, then the other.  This creates a certain protractedness in the interview and allows for less nuancing and flow than in face-to-face situations or in interactive telephone conversations where both parties are audibly present at the same time.  The advantage of using Elluminate, however, is its availability as a resource; it cost me nothing to use and allowed me to interact with people at far distances. Using the telephone would have been cost prohibitive and travel to the sites was impossible.
Managing the interview was one of the primary areas where I would have benefited from more advanced discussion with my supervisors and/or other research colleagues about research methodology and its application.  Working at a distance I often had to feel and find my way on the 'how to' of the semi-guided interviews. Simultaneously, I found I was grappling with the need to be mindful about the theoretical implications and applications of the research and how to integrate them in the unfolding of the research process.   
Sometimes I found it tricky to balance the various aspects of my research purposes with the management of the interviews and accessing the desired content.  For example, while listening intently to a response underway, I had to think ahead and be mindful of the agreed upon time allotted for the interview, the questions yet to come, etc.  Several things had to be orchestrated simultaneously.  In cases when participants veered to less relevant topics, guiding them back to the issue at hand demanded sensitivity and skill.  At times it became evident when the interview was being transcribed that some of the desired information had not been obtained.  In reviewing the written transcriptions it became easier to determine in hindsight what could have been asked, or where more shape and direction could have been provided to obtain fuller participant accounts during the semi-guided interview process.  In a few cases, I found it necessary to conduct additional short interviews to obtain more specific feedback for data that was originally too abstract or too general to be meaningful.  I also found I needed to be careful about this because the additional interviews tended to bring up new things that could easily have led aspects of the project beyond its original intentions and parameters.  Once the interviews and transcriptions were complete I had a much better idea of what conducting interpretive research interviews entails.  In my next research undertaking I will definitely feel more confident about the question-response interface and flow. 
3.6   Data analysis 
Data analysis involves organizing, accounting for and explaining the data in terms of the participants’ definitions of the situation, noting patterns, themes, categories and regularities (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000).    Interpretive methodology, which has a heuristic and iterative nature, was used to analyze the data.  As the data analysis progressed it became evident that some areas needed to be pursued further in order to sharpen the focus and attain better reliability.  Congruent with the interpretive research tradition, this study sought to engage participants in ways that enable the discovery of that which lies at the ontological (meaning) core of being in community and peer relationship (Bergum 1997; Giddens 1986).  As is common in qualitative research, data analysis began during the data collection process.  Accounts elicited during interviews reveal understandings of which people may previously have not been aware or had not expressed (Rapaille 2006; van Mannen 1988).  As participants reflected on their work, values about themselves, their peers, peer leadership and their community emerged.  
All interviews were transcribed from audio recordings following the interviews to produce computer-generated text.  In phone consultations with my supervisors about the transcripts and their analysis, the process of ‘coding’ to get useful data from transcripts was suggested.  Dr. Rose (2009 personal communications) shared her knowledge and background experience in qualitative research, advising that completed transcripts should be combed for clues that would form categories from the data based on participant responses to the research questions.  By using colour coding while reading through the transcript printouts, I was able to organize the vast array of responses into groups, the groups into categories and the categories, eventually, into the broad themes revealed by this process.  This painstaking and systematic analysis of the transcripts into themes and categories provided insight into social episodes of ‘behaviour in context’ (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000) and allowed for greater understanding of participant experience as lived in community within the context of a virtual environment.
In social research a theme is a view drawn from experience and how people live.  A theme is drawn out in an interpretive way and is identified as a repeating pattern occurring in the data.  Themes may be multiple.  They are not directly presented, but rather are extracted from the characters, actions and settings comprising situations.  Themes emerge from responses to interview questions and run across multiple respondent accounts.  They are useful focal points or commonalities of experience.  Bergum (1997) expresses themes this way:  
I think of a small crystal that sits on my desk. As I look through the crystal head-on there are dark spots through which I cannot see. In order to see more clearly from a certain angle, the crystal must be turned a bit. Again, I must turn the crystal to bring to light another point of view. So it is with the themes. While overlapping with others, each theme reveals the experience from a slightly different perspective, bringing aspects into focus that could not be previously seen. Yet, at the same time each theme casts its shadow and its reflection on the other themes (p. 10).
The determining of themes can never completely represent or explain everything.  Rather, themes serve as elements that help to inform, organize, and understand the whole (Annenberg 1997).  By going back and forth amongst the various levels of interviews I was thoughtful of the language and the meaning, shifting between questioning and understanding (Benner 1994).  In contrast to merely reporting, this is a reflective activity that concentrates the mind, and from which meaning emerges and can be understood (Smith 1994).
Categories
After completing transcripts from the recordings, I worked diligently with the coding and its review.  At first I constructed the text primarily from direct quotes organized around the main themes and their respective categories.  As the thesis developed, many of the direct quotes were worked into the text.  At times I was concerned about losing some of the immediacy and precision that comes from use of the participants’ exact words.  Nonetheless, the process of using direct quotes liberally in the early writing stages was helpful because it assisted me in getting the transcript material organized.  Once the direct statements had been organized according to the themes, categories and supporting content, I found this process had formed the framework for the interpretation that follows and is depicted by Wenger’s (2007) model Learning in practice, a social perspective (see Figure 1).  My framework and Wenger’s model continually overlap in the methodological aspects of this chapter and assume increasing relevance in Chapter 4, assisting the direction and adding value in the process of analyzing the data to include external variables in Chapter 5 (see Figure 2, p. 116).  I found that the domains and questions portrayed in the model helped corroborate the broad themes I identified in my own data and led to informative categories that illustrate participant experience.  Wenger’s model also provides a basic framework from which to examine more completely what was happening in the community and thereby, in Chapter 5, create an expanded framework reflecting the pressures that management and technology as external forces have on the community.  Chapter 5 illustrates how a virtual community of practice operates to balance dynamics internal and external to the community.
Wenger’s diagram is useful in illustrating elements of my own analysis of categories emerging from the transcripts.  Stemming from conversations with Dr. Wenger (August 2008), the concept of learning as a social activity is relevant to my argument. 

  Figure 1:  Learning in practice – A social perspective (Wenger 2007)

Community.  For a community distributed around the world and connected by technology, the question ‘Where do we belong?’ is pertinent, begging considerations for managing community, communications and the work of faculty members in different time zones and vastly different geographic and social settings.  Most of their communication with each other and their students is asynchronous.  Getting together for synchronous faculty teleconferences can be quite a feat – with some of the members in the afternoon or evening of one day, while others are in the middle of their night, and others are well into the next day.  Obviously, the form and function of a community of practitioners organized this way is very different from communities in conventional settings where communications are primarily synchronous.
Practice.  ‘What are we doing?’  The reality of a changing work environment impacts significantly on this question having to do with practice/function.  During the course of my doctoral program Internet use increased exponentially and became fundamental to every aspect of this project.
Identity.   ‘What are we becoming?’  Even when community members are new to the community, they come as professionals who are well experienced in their own individual content areas.  Although the practitioners in my study are capable individuals with many strengths they are not all equally experienced in online education and the technology-learning interface.  How does this affect issues of identity and belonging at the individual and NMBA616 faculty team levels? 
Meaning.  ‘What is our experience?’  In keeping with the qualitative orientation of this research and its findings, including premises that self-directed individuals have a strong locus of control (Rotter 1961) and a deep sense of self-efficacy (Bandura 1997), it is important to determine the meaning that virtual education and online practice has for the practitioners, individually and as a group.  As the analysis progressed, I found Wenger’s categories of learning and leadership in education foundational to the interpretation of my data concerning learning and peer leadership in a virtual community of practice.
In Chapter 4, I turn to themes and categories derived from interviews with participants.  This leads to a more refined and detailed explication of the thematic areas, especially as informed by content drawn from the three discovery sessions conducted with the project participants.  As the analysis unfolded I was conscious of, but not deductively driven by Wenger’s findings and the Learning in practice framework.
3.7   Ethical considerations
As indicated earlier, permission to conduct the study was obtained with ease.  When I formally requested university approval to conduct interviews with faculty members, I was informed by the department chairman that official permission was not necessary since my research was with faculty members.  He explained that had my project involved students, official university permission would be required.  He informed me that participation was up to the discretion of faculty members as individuals.  All the instructors and faculty assistants I approached were interested in the project and agreed to participate in the study.  Rapport with participants was based on previous face-to-face encounters and/or online communications and existing collegial relationships.  My status as a participant researcher was an advantage in terms of the participants’ trust and willingness to talk with me about their experiences and their perceptions of the NMBA616 community and its practice.  My experience as an online adjunct professor also contributed to my credibility and ability to conduct the study without conflict of interest.  I was careful at all times to ensure that my approach to the participants, the data and the interpretations as ethical and free from bias.
Consent of the faculty members and faculty assistants was implied consent, they did not sign an informed-consent form, an approach cleared in advance with my advisors.  Participants were informed that the interviews would be recorded.  While I had considered establishing an electronic consent procedure, I decided against it based on the institutional support I was granted in combination with the willingness and agreement of the invited members to participate.  As a further ethical consideration, the participants in the study are not identified but rather represented by the pseudonyms as presented in Appendix IV.    
3.8   Authenticity, trustworthiness and reliability
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994, 1989), trustworthiness is a set of criteria used for judging the quality of interpretive research.  These criteria are also known as ‘authenticity criteria’ (Alwan 2006; Schwandt 2001; Lincoln & Guba 1985).  I was aware that unfolding of the research events over time (history) produces variations in the data.  I am also aware of maturation; i.e., that subjects and situations change between interactions (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000).  Therefore, I was cognizant of confining the research to the window of opportunity presented by the situation at hand.
In consideration of the purposes of the study, to a large extent I consider myself a participant researcher.  Although not directly involved in the NMBA program, I am a peer in the sense of being an adjunct professor in another department.  Having had global business experience myself in a variety of countries, I am familiar with the subject matter.  I was careful to arrange a schedule to avoid bias that could result from prolongation of the study (Plummer 1983).  In this respect I focused on the data collection period and followed up by discussing my interpretations with selected participants.  This type of follow-up session, or ‘member check’, moves the researcher to check his/her ‘construction’ of meanings against the meanings of those they interviewed (Lincoln & Guba 1985).  In order to strengthen the validity of my interpretations and in keeping with interpretive methodology, I conducted member checks with participants who had been particularly expressive in voicing their interest in the research and were readily accessible to participate in further discussions. 




3.9   Limitations of the study
Research limitations are those conditions beyond the control of the researcher that may place restrictions on the conclusions of the study and their application to other situations (Best & Khan 1989).  In consideration of the above definition, this study is limited by the fact that it focused upon the experiences of a select number of faculty members involved in the online global business course of the NMBA program.  Interviews with the faculty members were conducted within a particular window of opportunity while they were involved in teaching the course.  As Best and Khan (1989) point out, these factors would restrict this study to a certain set of faculty members at a particular period of time, in this case from April to December 2008, with some extension after that in 2009 to gain more specific clarification on certain issues.  The conclusions of the study may not be applicable in determining whether a different set of faculty at a different time would constitute a similar community of practice.  
There are other limitations which relate more to time and budget.  In this respect I found Rapaille’s (2006) methodology was ultimately more enriching and potentiating than limiting.  I continue to find it enlightening well after the interviews and basic analyses were concluded.  Although Rapaille’s ‘discovery sessions’ were not strictly replicated, my adaptations fit the situation in which the participants and I were involved.  They were legitimate and the best I could do given time and budget restrictions.  When interviews are conducted in a virtual environment, it is not practical to ask participants to lie down on the floor with pillows, as is done in Rapaille’s third discovery session in order to tap into the reptilian aspects of the brain.  Despite this limitation, useful information was elicited in the third part of the interview process when participants had been given time to reflect on their own situation and provide deeper account of it.
3.10   In summary
Chapter 3 has presented the main methodological concepts of the study in relation to the theoretical underpinning provided by symbolic interactionism and social learning theory.  It establishes the framework for coding the transcriptions into overarching themes and categories that present as the research results in Chapter 4.  It has been said that a project’s methodology is the engine that drives the train.  Using this analogy we are ready to move into the heart of the matter; that is, what we learn about peer leadership in the virtual community of NSU MBA616 practice.
 
					Chapter 4
Results:  Getting to the heart of the matter
In keeping with the overall aim of the research project this chapter builds on the primary research questions presented in Chapter 1 and asks:   Can a faculty community of practice form in a virtual setting?  How does a virtual community of practice function?  What is the role of leadership? How does peer leadership emerge in a virtual community?  
The research data informing these questions comes directly from the interviews and member accounts of their experiences in the NSUNMBA616 virtual community.  Chapter 4 gets to the heart of the matter with issues relating to community form and function.  It turns directly on the interviews and the analysis of participant comments, revealing themes of community, practice, identity, meaning and peer leadership that serve as a framework for interpreting the more detailed and nuanced categories emerging from the research and its questions.
Constructivist and interactionist methodologies underpin the research, providing insights into the experiential world of the faculty members in the virtual community setting where they work.  A rich and composite picture of the faculty community is gained, involving member identities, community boundaries and matters of centre/periphery and role-taking.  It also shows the importance of professional expertise and differences in the ways individuals experience a common setting.  Focus on these elements illustrates how relationships are maintained and managed inside the group and what happens when individual faculty members choose roles that are not aligned with the community and its value for supportive peer relationships.  Turning to social learning theory, it becomes evident that knowledge and skills are socially created products emergent from the NMBA616 faculty community and its practice. 




4.1   Community
Community is a familiar term.  As indicated in Chapter One, communities can be formal or informal.  This thesis is concerned with peer leadership in an informal, course-related community within a formal institutional structure.  Wenger (2008, 1998) explains community as a group of people who share a concern or passion for something they do and whose members learn activities better by interacting regularly.  Individuals inhabiting a community of practice recognize their community as distinctive, separate and identifiable from other groups.  Dore (in Cohen 1985) explains that people do not construe community in terms of locality alone, a point well taken for virtual communities.  Rather it is “the sense of a primacy of belonging” (p.15) that matters, with community as a place where individuals can explore leadership roles with peers, and acquire fundamental professional life experiences and even friendship.  The interpretations which follow result from coding the interview transcripts and interpreting the results.  Categories derived from respondent comments about the NMBA616 community are identified by subheading and discussed below.
4.1.1   Community formation
The NMBA616 instructional community began small but, as the course leader explains, it grew quite quickly:
Back in 2001, 2002 we were a small group working together online from different parts of the world. Walter was in Calgary, Marion was in Connecticut and John was in Germany and UK and I in Dubai.  Art, our first faculty assistant, was in Australia, and in a team teleconference he remarked:  “You are team teaching”.  His observation was a revelation that caused us to reflect about what we were doing – our practice - and how we were working together.  Since we were so spread apart, yet working on common tasks, we needed each other and access to the varied expertise represented within our group.  Out of our interests in increasing our knowledge and effectiveness, we had - without realizing it - unconsciously become a community of practice.  At that time we were very close and strong, although working in geographic isolation.  Our relationship emerged directly from our need of one another.  That was a great time – very stimulating and rewarding.   Ever since then as we have expanded, we have tried to keep that spirit of cooperation and collaboration alive (Dr. Barrows). 
Reflecting on how the NMBA616 community got started, member accounts affirm it formed from NMBA616 teaching assignments officially made by the university.  Its origins reinforce the concept that a community of practice forms from regular interactions of people around common or shared activities.
A number of interpretations can be drawn from the information provided.  First of all, we learn about formal and informal variables at work in the process of community formation.  The individuals who become part of the NMBA616 faculty team hail from disparate places worldwide, but begin with a formal application to the university.  When it comes to influence within the NMBA616 faculty, however, it is expertise and ability to negotiate relationships that informally determines whether or not an individual becomes a core NMBA616 faculty member.
The process of becoming a faculty member is as follows.  When an application is favourably reviewed at the institutional recruiting level, it is referred to the graduate department for the course leader’s review of the qualifications with course-specific suitability in mind.  If the candidate seems suitable, a teleconference interview is arranged.  The course leader participates by distance, and the program chair and admissions officer participate from the university centre.  The interview focuses on the candidate’s knowledge and skills with respect to the course, teaching methods and technology expertise.  Credentials and abilities that position applicants favourably are evaluated.  For faculty instructors, a background in university teaching and international business is essential, along with evidence of commitment to the NSU adult education mission.  Experience teaching online is also important.  
The course leader stresses that faculty assistants are selected on the basis of their being NSU-MBA program graduates who demonstrated their ability (through in-class performance during NMBA616) to use technology, work well in teams, provide peer support and apply the program competencies; i.e., critical thinking, systems thinking, team building, decision making, communication skills, executing decisions, diversity and cross cultural perspectives, information literacy/research skills, technology fluency and ethical leadership.  These abilities are as important in the assigning of faculty assistants as is their academic ability.  
There is an element of formality in the recruitment and hiring phases, a kind of pre-selection process that underscores and supports community and practice.  Once inside the community, the degree to which members function tends to be more informal and left with individuals and their ability to do the work and relate well with others.  Ultimately, members are valued for their subject and technology expertise as well as for their contributions to community building and community success.
The research reveals that many of the NMBA616 faculty members are well informed about teamwork and, from my interpretations of their accounts, capable of working in a distributed virtual community.  With specific reference to teams, the program places considerable emphasis on team building.  Several virtual in-house workshops have been conducted and, as indicated previously, some members have taken the Belbin (2007) online team assessment.  They may be considered highly informed about team roles, team function and peer support.  Some of the team emphasis results from the counsel of NMBA advisory board members who cite “team ability” as a primary employment-readiness criterion for a new MBA graduate.  If students need to be able to work in teams during their program, it follows that faculty members must also be competent in team theory and practice, and able to draw on peer resources in support of their work.  
My associations with the participant group reveal the members are forward thinking, comfortable with communication technologies and able to venture into new educational applications.  To a person, I found they appreciate the benefits to be gained from working with their peers.  In contrast to common experiences in higher education, where administrators and faculty tend to be focused more on procedural details and individual pursuits than on cooperative ventures (Kohn 1992), the project participants value and promote collaboration.  
Turning to the term communities of practice, each participant was familiar with the term, at least in a general sense, and able to talk about the NMBA616 community in relation to its practice.  Two members (Dr. Singleton and Dr. Bell) actually had prior professional experience with communities of practice and specific training in the CoP ways identified by Wenger.  Their theoretical and practical knowledge of the subject contributes considerably to the community and understanding peer leadership as a function of informal organization.  Having previous experience with community settings where CoP methods were explicitly used enabled them to identify the community of practice aspects of NMBA616 and assist others understand and apply it.  Discussion with the participants focuses on the NMBA616 community formation and function according to the analytical concepts that follow.
Belonging
From the accounts, it appears that belonging to the community is a fairly open and informal process once an individual has been hired by the university.  Playing a core role, however, is more involved and has more to do with expertise, personal confidence (Kanter 2004), self-efficacy (Bandura 1997), availability to others and willingness to participate in and contribute to community activities that, include peer support, assuming leadership roles relating to task, subject matter and technology skills.  Referring to incoming faculty, some newcomers appear to connect more with the people in the group, and others more with the course and their own aspirations for personal and professional advancement.  When members are more dedicated to their own advancement than to the group, it follows that they may focus less on community building and be less likely to foster and enjoy a sense of belonging.  This tendency is noted by interviewees who express mixed emotions about instructors who ignore overtures for “belonging” and distance themselves from others.  In some cases this behaviour troubles some of the members.  For example, when it is felt that those in close proximity to the NSU central campus manipulate opportunities for direct access to the administration in their own best interests and at the expense of others, the community and the course.  
The members frequently allude to the socio-cultural aspects of their work as colleagues and teachers.  They also speak about the culture of different courses in the NMBA and about differences from cohort to cohort within the NMBA616 course itself.  It can be deduced from their comments that they recognize their community as a culture unto itself.  Accordingly, this definition of culture applies:  
Culture is an integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and behavior that depends upon the capacity for symbolic thought and social learning, and includes the set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices characterizing an institution, organization or group (Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952, p. 357). 

Cultural studies have traditionally been carried out in face-to-face settings.  As discovered during the analyses, this project opens a new domain for study, namely, culture in virtual environments.  Using the definition of culture above, NMB616 members demonstrate integrated knowledge, shared beliefs and behaviours.  Belonging to a community infers willingness for involvement and contribution to its shared values, goals and practices.  
Other definitions of culture emphasize material artefacts (e.g., Tyler 1881).  Despite the virtual nature of the NMBA616 community, it does involve material culture in the form of computers, books, offices and accoutrements, and the sharing of common objects in the form of software and course materials.  More could be said by way of extending current views of material culture and material artefacts in exploring the culture and artefacts (assets) of the virtual domain.  I do not, however, have data to support this exploration nor its development at this time.
From a symbolic interaction perspective of participant accounts, becoming part of the NMBA616 community culture does not just happen as part of a job.  It requires adoption of the community culture, including evidence of respect by newcomers for the hard work existing members have done prior to a newcomer’s entry.  It is observed that incoming instructors are expected to relate well to the issues of membership and belonging, adding their own unique experiences to those that have evolved over time within the group.  In this regard, observation indicates that the community is an open system where established members are organized to accommodate new people, new ideas and new initiatives (Heil 2003).  It is apparent, however, that some instructors who teach the course appear to choose not to ‘belong’ to the community.  Interpretively, some explanations for remaining peripheral (Lave & Wenger 1991) can be deduced from what the members say.  It is observed from the interviews that virtual practice can be more difficult than some expected.  Others reject the practice of having a set syllabus, and some do not agree with the holistic global business emphasis of the course.  When the community ethos of openness with one another is not shared, there is potential for uneasiness, discord and even conflict.  From culture theory, we know that cultures require adherence to principle group values, practices and norms (Kroeber & Kluckhohn 1952).  Accordingly, cultural theory applies to principles of community and supports the view that a practitioner group will have core and peripheral practitioners.
Whether an individual feels part of the group or not depends to a large degree on his or her personal motivation, aspirations, attitude and social comfort in a virtual setting.   It also assumes that people meet informal criteria for belonging.  For Mr. Banuck, becoming part of the group was easy:  “It isn’t a case of, you’re a newcomer and you’ve got to pay your dues before you get into the inner sanctum.”  He explains that there’s none of that – “When I took this on I said I’m going to impart my views and experience.  This is what I can bring to the job.”  It seems that anyone who has good ideas can develop and promote them for use and thereby contribute to NMBA616 and its culture.
Dr. Fowler speaks to a different entry adjustment, expressing some discomfort with the physical distance aspects of relationships.  For him, belonging does not come so easily.  The virtual part is difficult:  “I know I’m a part of a group, but I don’t know what the people look like.  I haven’t spent time with any of them other than in faculty teleconference meetings.”  It appears that for some, online relationships and topic-based virtual faculty meetings do not have enough social or relational dimension.  Dr. Fowler explains he feels more connected to the course than to the group itself.  From a cultural perspective, this indicates differing ways of relating with others.  While some might find it surprising that there can be a greater sense of connectedness to the course than to the people in the group, the psychological factors involved may be more reflective of predisposing experiences carrying over from conventional education settings that all the online professors have had.  For others, it seems easier to form relationships and work with people they have not physically met.  Individual qualities of motivation and self-efficacy are part of belonging in a virtual community. “You have to have a huge commitment to it and you have to overcome the lonely learner phenomenon.  You have to have a passion for it” (Dr. Singleton).  
Cohen (1985) regards belonging as having a ‘sense of primacy’.  He expresses the importance of belonging in a way that brings greater understanding about the social dimensions of being in a community – face-to-face or virtual.  He explains that community is where one learns how to be social.  It is where one acquires culture.  In community there is an aspect of belonging where people acquire fundamental and substantial experiences of social life including the meaning of boundaries.  They learn friendship in community and acquire close social associations along with ability to express and manage social relationships.  Community contributes to personality and identity formation (Cohen 1985).  As I learned from and about the NMBA616 community, it became increasingly obvious that the members have expectations of one another.  Although they are welcoming of newcomers, their busy schedules, the demands of their students and university best practices for faculty, make ‘fit, confidence and competence’ key imperatives for community function.
Community expectations:  Fit, confidence and competence
Although the group emerged informally as an online community, it became evident that not everyone who teaches NMBA616 is regarded as being equally committed to the formal best practices as established in literature (Pajeres 2001), as established by the university, or to the cultural mores that exist within the community itself.  This variation in levels of commitment (Lave & Wenger 1991) sometimes causes conflict and leads to questions about practice expectations and how they are or are not met within the virtual CoP.  
The course leader’s concerns about faculty fit and competence within the community reflect years of professional experience in the program, the course and in knowledge management.  Based on her knowledge of industry research and the importance of its application in effective faculty recruitment and retention practices, Dr. Barrows emphasises that it is best to recruit selectively and interview thoroughly.  “Care well for the staff you have.  Revolving doors are costly.  It costs less in terms of money, time and energy to retain good staff than to recruit new ones.”  She explains, though, that online education isn’t for everyone:  “We get some applicants who look wonderful on paper but can’t adjust to the online setting.  Some come with excellent credentials and professional experience but can’t manage the integration of the technology and learning in such a fast-paced and demanding environment.”  She is highly committed to collaborative teaching and learning, and to supporting these qualities in the community she leads.  In the recruitment process she looks for individuals who have a strong sense of community and commitment to team building.  Understanding how disruptive it can be when new faculty members do not have good team skills and community commitment, she stresses that “Lone Rangers need not apply.”  
It takes considerable expertise to recruit and interview by distance and teleconference, a responsibility which falls to the course leader.  Despite in-depth distance hiring experience, individuals who do not fit well into the community sometimes slip through the selection process.  In Dr. Magnien’s view, “the misfits are rare, and when it happens there is potential for tensions amongst the NMBA faculty.”  As a cultural system, ‘fit’ is important to the community.  “There have been cases where someone’s ideas were so weird that they just left or had to leave. Sometimes it can take a couple semesters for us or the individual to figure out that things are not working” (Dr. Magnien).  Of course this is stressful to the community, the students and the individual concerned.  It is also costly in terms of time, money, effort and relationships.  A proactive recruitment process seems more preferable than trying to remedy a bad situation or having to dismiss someone.
The importance of individual satisfaction and satisfying experience within community is discussed later in section 4.3.1 and appears as being inter-balanced and closely linked to community fit and the confidence (Kanter 2004) individuals have in themselves, their expertise and their ability to work with their peers.  Dr. deFeo’s comments suggest a relationship between a teacher’s technology expertise, social abilities and confidence.  In contrast to his experience in other subject disciplines such as engineering, physics and math, he explains that online global online education functions best when there is frequent interaction amongst the faculty team members.  Given the community aspects of online teaching and learning, he underscores how experience, expertise and confidence come together in virtual education:  “I have a lot of experience teaching online and a good deal of self confidence.  If my first time teaching was NMBA616, I think I would have been hesitant and unsure.”  It is apparent that motivation and self-directed learning, in combination with good technical background and a problem solving attitude contribute to functioning effectively online.  Dr. deFeo sums it up this way:  “When I find a problem, I stick with it until I figure it out.  This has really helped me in online learning systems.”
Confidence and expertise combine in other ways.  As a veteran in online teaching, Dr. Sharp has taught all the NMBA courses from three different countries – Germany, UK and USA – and combined it with extensive international travel.  Being one who describes himself as equally demanding of himself as of others, he finds that overall confidence amongst the NMBA616 faculty members is supported when community expectations are reinforced by individual reliability, competence and respect for peers along with willingness to share knowledge and lead within the community.
Virtual teams do not just happen.  They require an interplay of individuality and commitment to community.  A slogan provided by Ms. Grant illustrates how community resources can be expanded:   “Together we can do more.”  In the various iterations of respondent comments, values about the group being stronger than individuals come through repeatedly, emphasizing the individual and collective elements that go into making a strong virtual community.  At the individual level, identity is key, a point that will be developed later on.  At the community level it is the cultural bonds, the artefacts and practices that foster individual and community identity, and contribute to community strength that binds the community together.
The makings of a strong community
A community is characterized by people who share common concern, knowledge, passion and even language and rituals relating to things and events that bring them together (Wenger 1998).  Wenger (2008) recounts a personal example that illustrates these qualities.  During a visit with a well known sommelier he was offered a glass of wine.  Being a beer person and not understanding much about wine, he politely accepted the wine and began to learn from the sommelier and a community of wine connoisseurs.  In speaking about the wine, the sommelier was expressive, using language with familiar words, but unfamiliar context.  He described the wine as having flavours of plum and strawberry – and a “purple nose.”  While understanding the meaning of both purple and nose, Wenger was unfamiliar with the idea of wine having any kind of nose at all, let alone a purple one.  Those within the community of wine practice, however, know exactly what these expressions mean, while those outside the community find the words strange and their meanings elusive.  So it is with an online community of practice – some may teach the course but not contribute actively to the practice and strength of the community – nor value or understand the unique opportunities available to them in the community.  Some, in fact, may be loosely in the community but not involved in its mission and relationships to the extent that they are actually part of the CoP. 
In Chapter 2 considerable theoretical information was gained about the importance of relationships in shared learning and community building (Rapaille 2006; Danzin 1984; Goleman 1998; Wenger 1998).  In this chapter we gain direct insights from participants about making a strong community, about their interactions and values for the community and its functions.  Given their worldwide distribution, it is revealing that levels of interaction within the NMBA616 community are so high.  It appears, in fact, that sharing physical space and contact is less important in building strong community than the other qualities they mention.  Subject matter, technology expertise and willingness to lead in one’s areas of expertise are imperative.
Once again, the importance of effective recruitment surfaces.  Community strength relates to and depends on the recruitment process and the importance of selecting employees well.  Referring specifically to faculty assistants, the value of having NSU MBA program graduates is apparent.  There is wisdom in a selection process that ensures the community members have the skills needed to do the job and contribute satisfactorily to the community, its strength and its success.  Like the sommeliers who have inside knowledge of the wine industry, faculty assistants having experiential knowledge of the whole program is a valuable asset.  From their associations with the program, they have specialized, insider knowledge.  When faculty assistants are treated well, the faculty work tends to go more smoothly and commitment to community expands.  As Macdonald (2008) found, program alumnae can contribute specialized expertise.  NMBA alumnae are full professionals in their own right, progressive and knowledgeable in numerous fields – government, investment, management, healthcare, military, marketing, and more.  When they put their MBA learning to work as members of the faculty team, their confidence develops and the entire community benefits.  Attesting to their professional success, I interpret the NMBA616 model to be about faculty development that provides opportunities for “growing” a strong and proud team.  Three NMBA616 alumnae are currently working on doctoral degrees.  The hope is that on completion they will join the community as faculty instructors.
In addition to opportunities for personal growth and professional development within the community, faculty assistants contribute in other ways.  Mr. Kellogg expresses the social value of community from his perspective:
We are interested in the job from the perspective of helping - being involved in the academic unity, not really wanting to leave the academic role upon graduation from the program.  Giving back is part of every task we do.  We’re all involved in some full time professional setting.  We want to bring that experience, knowledge and care into the classroom.  The combination of student and professional management experience is behind everything we put into the class.

The participants attest to the point made earlier about the informal aspects of a CoP.  In some instances they claim they are closer to a true community of practice in their virtual setting than those in communities that are formally created by organizations.  People in a formally-created CoP may occupy a common physical area, but not necessarily share the same values and goals.  So, it is difficult to consider such a group as a community of practice even if an organization has designated it as such.  Dr. deFeo says he enjoys interactions with his NSU virtual peers, with whom he relates informally from their locations dispersed around the world, more than with colleagues he sees regularly in his home department at another university.
Virtual communities are more than a group of people who happen to be teaching together or in some way supporting distance education.  Returning to indicators of a strong community, interactions in the core NMBA616 community appear to be good.  Characteristics of collegiality and enthusiasm for the subject material are evident.  Membership in the community involves fostering connections and information sharing on the basis of experience, expertise and interests.  According to Dr. Fowler, “We are committed to working with this group because of common interests.  This helps us in the exchange of ideas and free flow of information.” Ms. Barton goes a step further and links community strength with collegiality and power.  In her view, “knowledge is a power that should be shared.” 
Obviously, it takes unique skills to work closely as a social team with people one has never seen.  Although members express general satisfaction in working at a distance, and even preference for distance teaching, their comments reflect social ambivalence and some emotional dilemmas resulting from their situation.  They allude to a longing and value for having some – or more – direct social contact, and believe NSU should provide these opportunities.  Examples such as the following illustrate what participants say they need.  In related discussions, the faculty assistants have many suggestions for what would help strengthen the community, but this is beyond the scope of this research project:
I would enjoy more of a total social setting, being more with the people                        (Mr. Cavanaugh).

The constant flow of messages online keeps you going, makes you feel you’re part of something – a living thing (Ms. Barton).

There’s more interconnectivity here than at a bricks-and-mortar place where communication occurs sporadically and imperfectly.  This is focused communication. But, it would really be nice to go out and have a beer with the folks (Mr. Banuck).

Referring to the need for getting together, Dr. Magnien draws on his philosophy background and theoretical grounding, as well as his practical experience in educational administration and business practice.  In his view, at least occasional face-to-face meetings are needed to anchor the virtual community and attain its optimal function.  He explains the value of getting together with reference to the team’s presentation at the MERLOT 2005 Conference in Nashville:  “When we met for a few hours outside our team’s workshop presentation we were able to think through what we wanted to do.  Then we went out and built.  That was very effective, because we were able to gauge one another as complete persons” (Dr. Magnien).  We know from the research findings of Macdonald (2008) and colleagues that face-to-face contact activities also appear to support student learning.  Inferences can be drawn for faculty and their need for face-to-face contact.  
In building a strong community, one good thing leads to another.  People who like each other want to deepen and expand relationships in physical meetings.  Such visits strengthen social bonds and enrich the individuals.  Trust deepens and new ideas for community effectiveness spin off as goodwill increases, all conducive to the community and its practice.  Ms. Barton emphasises that occasional in-person meetings are necessary so social interactions can transcend and augment business relations.  “It helps to visualize a human being at the other side.  Meetings are something that should not be overlooked.”  
The community elements described by the participants point to a further dimension of community – where some group members play more central roles than others – and form what I interpret to be a core community.  In this regard, the transcripts contain several examples of collegiality – where collegiality seems synonymous with a good community – and where individuals provide technology support, classroom management, research and conference planning.  Other examples show core members as helping members outside of NSU; e.g., networking, finding jobs, opportunities for co-teaching in international programs. 
4.1.2   Core community
As noted in Chapter 1, and depending on the number of class sections in a term, there are some 30-40 faculty members involved in the course at any given time.  From this group, the core community interviewed in this research comprise a subset of the NMBA616 faculty team.  As explained by the members, teaching the course is not enough for the concept of core community to apply.  The core community is self-selecting and consists of those who are strongly committed to the work of NMBA616 and participate actively with one another to assist the other faculty members.  It comprises regular involvement in a range of course activities such as email conferencing, participation in teleconferences, agenda building, problem solving and overall peer support along with demonstrated willingness to take the lead (i.e., provide/assume peer leadership) in specific activities.  Group relationships and peer support are valued, cultivated and, at least subconsciously, assessed from time to time.  The application of Rapaille’s staged interview methods was particularly useful in accessing participant views about what constitutes what I and those interviewed interpret to be a core community.  Core community members differ in important respects from the rest of the NMBA616 faculty team, indicating that they have distinct roles within the community – something to which I return in the section on identity.
Indicators of core community involve other aspects discussed later under status and roles.  Individuals continue active core participation as long as their expertise is relevant, they are interested or, as explained above, the community meets their needs and expectations.  Being a core community member does not necessarily mean fulltime faculty appointment, or always teaching in NMBA616, or exclusively in NMBA616.  Sometimes instructors are unable to teach because of demands elsewhere; e.g., a primary assignment in another institution, career demands or limitations such as number of classes an instructor can teach in a year.  Some terms there are not enough sections for everyone.  In the case of Dr. Singleton, who has exceptional subject area knowledge and practical international experience, and is a course leader for another subject, he can teach NMBA616 only when his schedule allows.  He contributes to the community even when he is not teaching a class section and is considered to be a continuing member of the core group.  For others, contributions to the core community tend to drop off when opportunities for personal growth and professional development decline.  Others move away from the core community when employment demands and/or new opportunities require temporary or permanent engagement elsewhere.    One member, who was considered core during his time with the community, moved off to become a department head in a European university.  Another became ill and had to withdraw.  These individuals do what they can to communicate with the community as they are able, for example, by keeping in touch and circulating articles and ideas from time to time.  This illustrates the permeability of community boundaries, and that moving to another domain does not necessarily break ties with the community nor cancel core membership. 
Core team qualities and functions attract.  Art Cavanaugh, who has been with the team for a longer time than most, has served as faculty assistant, research assistant and, now with a PhD, in the instructor position and role.  He judges commitment according to criteria such as group participation, active communication, generating new ideas, willingness to debate, provide peer support and take on extra tasks.  He coordinates the NMBA616 Toolkit, a web-based assemblage of faculty bios, video clips, articles and other useful information.  This is not part of his formal job description, but he does extra things based on his commitment to the group and what members seek to accomplish together.
Other core members contribute to the community by researching topics, writing papers, hosting executive-in-residence teleconferences, updating and editing the syllabus, classroom set-up and so on.  Feelings of belonging and making a difference surface when members reflect on the characteristics of the core individuals.  Although team members come and go, members indicate that the basic character and operational guidelines of NMBA616 remain and have generally been sustained.  Mr. Cavanaugh notes that “community function benefits when good quality people come in.”
Given that the community functions as an informal entity within a formal institutional construct, it is not surprising that tensions occur around issues of administrative support.  The core community members have extensive global business expertise, teaching and online experience, often to levels exceeding that of the manager-administrators.  Understandably, members like to bring their professional expertise to bear on their own work and on decisions affecting them.  Some of this was captured during the interviews, but more was expressed in face-to-face and telephone discussions that occurred after the interviews.  I have tried to analyze findings primarily from transcript data, but find that relevant information continues to emerge from discussions that occur as time passes.  
In reporting my results, and with reference to the 3-stage Rapaille method, I often found it difficult to tie my findings specifically to the first or last interviews.  In the case of Dr. Magnien, however, the ideas progressively deepened.  His emphasis on the apparent disinterest of administration in what members have to offer became stronger and clearer in the final interview and in the one-on-one discussions that followed.  He cites his practical experience in business, educational board governance and as one informed by the philosophy of ideas which are profoundly relevant to strategic planning and practice improvement at NSU.  “I really tried to help NSU with this knowledge, but it seems they are more interested in continuing in their own ways. Bridging democratic community ideals in a hierarchical bureaucracy does not work.”
Dr. Barrows observes how program growth, budget decreases and an apparent widening of the distance between the institutional administration and teaching staff impact on the core community:
We used to have good faculty development support – including funds for adjunct faculty members to participate in conferences, especially if they presented a paper.  By managing our limited resources well we were able to accomplish a lot.  A lot of good energy and enthusiasm was generated within the community.  

Faculty development and support is vital (Macdonald 2008).  People are willing to go the extra miles when they feel their efforts are appreciated, not expected.    Social exchange theory shows that “a process of mutual exchange or social contracting” is involved (Bandura 1986, p. 239) and social resources are limited.  Drawing on economics, Homans (1958) and Barth (1967) assert that people operate within systems in ways that tend toward balancing incentives, rewards and personal or collective power with negative sanctions (Bandura 1986). For people in an exchange relationship – as in the community of practice - what they give is at a cost that needs to be more or less equal with what they get.  Behaviour is geared towards equilibrium.  In community context, individuals will and do give a great deal, but there is a limit to what people will do and volunteer when resources and evidence of support are increasingly limited.
4.1.3   Status, role and credentials
As we learned in Chapter 3, roles tend to merge informally in small groups where they may be more felt than visible (Barth 1967; Goffman 1959).  The purpose of this section is to examine how status and role play out in the community, showing how they reify each other and build on expertise, experience, core community and peer leadership. 
Mr. Banuck emphasizes the welcoming attitude of the core group in a way that illustrates the abstract but persuasive qualities of these concepts.  “Some people step right in.  They’re new, but within a short time their online persona shows along with their ability to be productive.”  As an active group member with a clearly defined role as executive-in-residence, he implies that CoP members focus more on their work than on status and role:  “We all have certain tasks, but a specific role that we’re expected to follow – I haven’t thought of it that way.  In most cases, people are driven more by their skills and personality.”   
On the other hand, status and role differences contribute explicitly to individual and group identity.  Diversity in this academic community appears valued and relates to status variation between those who have spent considerable time abroad and those who have not.  Having direct international experience contributes to status, role and identity at the individual and group levels.  “There is no substitute for direct experience obtained in working abroad.  Travel and visiting abroad is good, but to be useful it is necessary to have got past the tourist stage in order to apply the knowledge gained in teaching” (Dr. Sharp). 
Probing deeper into the transcripts, the ideas discussed earlier about expertise, experience and core community reunite in the context of status, role and credentials.  Credentials play a part in status differentials and contribute to the roles members can play and how they play them.  Experience, expertise, academic rank, field of study and the university where the doctorate was earned all factor together.  As a relative newcomer at the time of the interviews, Dr. Singleton’s explanations illustrate components of status and how perceptions about status accrue: 
I am just an adjunct.  Imposed on this is academic hierarchy and academic rank.  It is relevant what the doctorate was in.   My doctorate was in international relations, but that did not make me a full card-carrying member.  It’s the Executive MBA from Georgetown University that counts.  Even though core members welcome new people, there are boundaries between faculty who have a DBA [Doctorate of Business Administration], a PhD in economics, etc., and those having doctorates in allied fields.  My dissertation was about international business:  economics, technology and economic reform.  I used to have to peddle my credentials to make it clear what I have and haven’t done.  But getting the Executive MBA removed any ambiguity about my qualifications to teach business.

At this point, status in the community appears congruent with members’ stated value for collegiality and egalitarian relationships.  Gender is an example.  Although there were no research questions specifically relegated to gender or to gender differences, gender was mentioned a number of times.  In Mr. Banuck’s view, “the group is comprised of male and female members but I do not find gender a distinguishing factor in assuming community roles and doing the work.”  The course leader says she rarely thinks about online colleagues in terms of their gender.  It may be that gender plays a less significant role in virtual than in face-to-face professional relationships.  It appears NMBA616 faculty members contribute to the community irrespective of gender and age.  They range in age from the 30s to the 70s with each decade in between represented.  Dr. Fowler recognizes levels of seniority, but he does not think of anyone, other than the executive-in-residence, as having credentials that make him or her different from the rest of the group.  Interviews suggest that if there are status differentials related to gender or age, members are not aware of them.  This CoP can therefore be classified as egalitarian (Klein & Connell 2008).  While there may be some status differentials they are not as pronounced as might be assumed for a group having such high academic credentials and extensive professional experience.  The discrete aspects of the community are inter-woven.  Looking at relationships and community formation presents inferences for examining personal identity in community function.
4.2   Identity
Identity refers to “how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, and how that relationship is constructed across time and space” (Norton 2000 p. 5).  From personality and social theory we know that personality entails both cognition and behaviour and gives rise to a complex set of variables involving self image, how an individual relates with others (Hoefling 2003; Rogers 1989; Mead 1982; Turner 1982; Bandura 1977; Goffman 1959; Freud 1923) and performs in social groups (O’Rielly & Chapman 1996).  In this sense, personality and identity are related but distinct concepts.  Delving into the variables affecting personality and personal identity in NMBA616 would comprise a thesis unto itself.  I therefore focus primarily on aspects of social identity raised by the research participants themselves.  
We find that identity of self within NMBA616 is largely a function of relationships with the other members but also entails how members see themselves and their identity in terms of their credentials and abilities.   When Dr. Singleton proudly explains his return to university to earn his executive MBA 10 years after completing his PhD, attention is drawn to the relationship between credentials, identity and ability.  For others, the quality of their work appears more important to their ongoing identity than their credentials.  Emphasis is often placed on the dynamic, complex and contradictory nature of identity, and how it is subject to continuous transformation and reinvention (Herrington 2008). Ms. Grant explains that her identity, abilities and work remain relatively constant, but vary in accordance with her relationships with the instructors she assists.  
My work as a faculty assistant depends largely on the personality and work style of the faculty instructor.  Communication styles vary.  Some instructors like to keep in touch often by phone while others tend to communicate by email.  I can work with both types. 
Managing identity requires flexible accommodation.  Obviously, self-efficacy and identity are closely linked with faculty relationships and how individuals do or do not bond together.
4.2.1   Bonding
Considerable attention has already been given to belonging, but here we look at it afresh in terms of personal and group bonding.  Effective communication is an active factor in binding members together in mutually reinforcing ways.  Bonding is part of the mix and without it there can be no belonging and the question of community identity becomes irrelevant.  Some cite communications as the bed rock for belonging, and identity:  
It doesn’t matter as long as communications are open and the work gets done on time.  There are some faculty members with whom I don’t feel a strong connection, but others with whom I feel a strong bond (Ms. Barton).
Community relationships often extend well past the expected professional aspects of the course itself.  As noted elsewhere, members support each other when there is illness or death, or in the joys of a new baby or even in the purchase of a new house or when someone gets a new job.  While professional community roles depend on sharing aspects of identity external to the community and its function, information-sharing also adds to internal community bonding.
Reflections from the members reveal a lot about the authenticity of each individual and his/her awareness of community identity.  There appears to be little or no tolerance for sham and artifice in the community of practice.  Trust is earned and it evolves.  Members soon learn who they can count on for support and accordingly with people they have not met.  Faculty assistants recount how they benefit when collegial relationships occur.  Pleasure about identity-through-relationship is apparent in Ms. Grant’s tone when she reflects on her satisfaction about instructor-assistant bonding: 
Somewhere along the way Dr. Sharp and I connected.  He often copies me on emails and shares an article or information about a book.  I copy him as well, because of the connection we’ve made.  If I posted an article that triggered discussion, Dr. Sharp chimes in and stimulates dialogue.  He even directs some of his comments to me.  This models the kind of community I believe we are trying to create (Ms. Grant). 
Confidence, risk-taking and openness to new strategies can result from group bonding and interaction (Chapman 2008).  According to Cohen (1985) bonding relationships and personal identity go hand in hand.
4.2.2   Identity is learned
Many aspects of identity-in-community involve learning.  Obviously, individuals come with identity, but their identity expands as they communicate back and forth with people they have never met.  Identities change as new lessons and skills are learned.  Sometimes travel schedules are made and adjusted for face-to-face meetings during business or personal travels.  
 I’ve been fortunate that my company moves me all over the place, and I keep bumping into people at no cost to anyone and no inconvenience to the company.  Because I’m there anyhow I can have an evening to pull away to be with people on the team (Mr. Banuck).
As identity is learned and expanded in community, a sense of ownership or shared repertoire (Anderson 2008) emerges through common language, communication styles, in-class routines and learning with others.
4.2.3   Community identity entails a sense of ownership
Part of identity and self-efficacy in community involves creativity – the collective creation of things that contribute to shared practice.  In combination with peer leadership a sense of ownership impels identity in expanded ways that is closely linked to participation.  Many activities require teamwork, resulting in opportunities for involvement in the design and ownership of shared learning objects.  To a person, the participants indicated their satisfaction about fostering successful initiatives.  When people volunteer to work beyond their job description, there is a sense of working well together.  Core members engage particularly well in community activities and comment on synergy, how synergies happen, the meaning it has for them, and some of the benefits that accrue:  
When I was paired with another professor we got along very well through emails, telephone and the Web.  There was no problem with communication (Dr. deFeo).
  
As a faculty assistant, I have learned a lot from the team approach.  Everyone is busy, but is willing to share information. Sometimes brief interactions connect people and advance things that help the entire group (Ms. Grant). 

I find faculty members are very open and trusting with each other.  Some have open access to each other’s online classrooms so they can learn from each other              (Mr. Cavanaugh).

Dr. Brown’s case illustrates another ownership-related point.  When new recruits were needed, a community member introduced her as a good NMBA616 candidate.  Since she was looking for new opportunities, the recommendation affirmed her identity, and joining the faculty helped the team.  
4.2.4   Trust and reciprocity
Little of community nature is accomplished without trust and reciprocity.  Involvement generates trust.  The core members are definite about this, and tension is apparent when they refer to incidents where individuals use their proximity to central administration for special relationships, and possibly favour.  They feel that community loyalty should take precedence over individual relationships with campus administration.  Core members, who all work at a distance, find such behaviours undermining their work and the community ethos of trust. 
Working together builds relationships which can be drawn upon in times of need.  Sometimes identity involves willingness to solve problems with and for others.  This may be more a function of location (periphery-centre) than of relationships where everyone is in physical contact.  To illustrate, early in the ‘life’ of this community, the course leader was hospitalized for a week.  To allay worries about her virtual classroom and students, she called Dr. Magnien who agreed to fill in for her.  There are many examples of members helping each other.  Those who contribute significantly to community growth and learning point with satisfaction to accomplishments such as these where participation in the give and take of the group appears to accentuate trust and reciprocity.  
Mr. Kellogg explains that as a technology expert and long standing community member, he is often called on to help others.  Being part of the core group and having knowledge of the procedures allows him to identify potential conflicts that would lead to problems if they were left over time.  He likes to devise solutions before they become chronic problems.  Identity ultimately builds and depends on quality as ‘fitness for the task’.
The complexities of identity in society and community are well documented across time (Locke 1698, Descartes 1641), to the present era (Wenger 1998; Cohen 1985; Parfit 1982, 1971).  However identity develops, it is clear in drawing this sub-section to a close that relationships in the NMBA616 community are valued and necessary for individual and community identity, effective work and often extend well beyond university-related roles.  Threading back and forth in the transcript comments, it is clear that trust, authenticity, growth and responsibility are meaningful.  They are part of the glue that binds individuals together and enables them to function “together at a distance”.  Combined, these elements are part of the meaning and satisfaction associated with being part of the community and its success.
4.3   Meaning
Meaning is an experience, a negotiation process about things that bring satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Wenger 1998).  Satisfaction is expressed by individuals in ways that can be identified in qualities such as stamina (Frankl 1963), confidence (Kanter 2004), self-efficacy (Bandura 1977), leadership (Drucker 1999) and engagement with others.  Respondent views may vary on issues relating to meaning, but common threads run through what they say.  To explain the concept of satisfaction, they use words such as openness, acceptance, interaction, inclusiveness, stimulating, relationship, communication, dialogue, help, support, creativity and attitude, words that refer to community form and community function.
4.3.1   Satisfaction
From Wenger (1998) we learn that satisfaction evolves from shared meaning, and from project participants we learn the value of satisfaction and meaning to them – how it leads to the understanding members give to their activities and practices.  This is borne out in data from the transcripts. 
Satisfaction happens when everyone works from the same page and has the interests of others in mind.  There is no grandstanding or rudeness or unresponsiveness and people pitch in and help as needed (Mr. Banuck).  

Satisfaction also ties in with the NMBA program competencies and requires effective communication. 
There are good results when people take time to talk to each other, demonstrating attitudes of openness and acceptance that encourage members to ask for assistance even in small things, all the way to resolving significant classroom issues 	    (Ms. Barton).
 
 Satisfaction is about encouraging the members and supporting them in other areas of life;  for example, in discussions about their doctoral research, professional direction, conference presentations, and even in requests for tourist information or recipes  (Dr. Barrows). 

Considerable insight can be interpreted about community formation, mood, respect, structure and inclusiveness from explanations by core team members about their interactions, their reference to roles and their identification of what constitutes satisfying relationships. 
Meeting with like-minded people on an academic level who think philosophically about things is affirming.  It supports intellectual prowess amongst core team members as they bring specific expertise of value to the community and beyond      (Mr. Cavanaugh).

There are no differences.  Even newcomers are invited early into core group functions     (Mr. Banuck).

 It’s unusual for faculty assistants to be treated so well.  Everyone likes to be treated well.  When faculty assistants are valued more than their nominal status would usually allow, it pays off in the quality of their work and the function of the group (Dr. Sharp).

The main satisfaction appears to come from faculty relationships which, in turn, benefits students.  Other indicators include the ease with which members relate when they are in the same virtual space, for example, in teleconference.  Attesting to their satisfaction, some say that NMBA616 has been the best virtual experience they have had. 
This team can be friendly, it can be funny, it’s never abrasive, and it’s usually interesting and informative.  I really enjoy when people pepper me with questions and challenges.  I wish there was more of it (Mr. Banuck).
The inclusive mindset of the community builds on individual self-efficacy and contributes to feelings of individual enablement and empowerment.  It also helps the group to do ‘more with less’ (Hancock 1977), and to act on Ms. Grant’s earlier observation that “by working together we can do more.”  It may be that online global business instructors are inclined to an inclusive community and global mindset (Kedia & Mukherji 1999).  It would take a different research design to get this data.  
Given the considerable mention of satisfaction by the NMBA616 community members, it is also important to explore dissatisfaction and its causes.
4.3.2   Dissatisfaction
As with satisfaction, common threads are found in the discussion about dissatisfaction in the online community.  Given the combined complexities of technology, distributed networks, course content, changing student expectations and the effects on NMBA616 subject matter resulting from shifts in the global business environment, the things that bring dissatisfaction tend to turn on matters of problematic technology, perceptions of administrative support – or lack of it, ineffective communication, aggressive program growth, and issues related to centre/periphery relationships.  Starting with technology, these matters are addressed in the sub-categories that follow. 
Technology 
During the relatively short span of this research there has been considerable change in the technology and methods of communication available to the NMBA616 group.  While the purpose of communication technologies is to assist the community, there is considerable evidence that managerialism and related dissatisfactions are occurring.  Breakdown between the management of procedures and the management that supports faculty and learning appears to be a result.  Consequently, new and unintended tensions are occurring between technology developers and technology users.  While commitment to the use of up-to-date communication technologies has been NSU practice, a recent change reportedly makes it difficult for faculty users to influence decisions about the adoption of new technology. 
Data shows that the participants have definite ideas about technology and management, likewise about the effects technology and management can have on them.  They view their domain as highly technological, and assert that technology needs to be coordinated with learning and teaching objectives.  They view managers as needing to have specific functions that concur with the literature about management styles that range from remote and controlling, to progressive and effective, in the sense of providing leadership-style management that supports them and the overall direction of the department and the work.  Above all, it is clear from the interviews that they value “leader managers” who provide a strong sense of direction accompanied by accessibility, open mindedness, encouragement and support.
Online universities are expected to make it their priority to retain and increase competitive advantage through their technology.  “The university’s technology needs to be so seamless and supportive that community members need not be concerned with it” (Mr. Banuck). Despite NSU’s position as a leading worldwide provider of online education, recent practitioner experience in NMBA616 reveals frustration and a sense that the university may be falling victim to inappropriate reliance on poorly tested new technologies in ways that may not enhance student learning or faculty experience to the levels anticipated and expected.  
Online education and technology at NSU was outlined in Chapter 1.  In contrast to their previous experience, some participants believe the NSU technology is no longer at the levels it was and should be.  Participant accounts express increasing problems with the technology and the procedures for getting satisfactory technology assistance.  The reported problems are at times more about the implementation model for the introduction of new technology than with the technology itself, or with the technology abilities of the faculty members – a point that is taken up again below.  While the university support-line personnel appear well meaning, their help is often cumbersome to obtain and their responses unhelpful.  The process of getting help for technology difficulties therefore can have the unplanned advantage of driving NMBA616 faculty members in the direction of each other for help.  While this practice seems to strengthen internal community relations and peer support, it does not reflect well on the institution and the level of its technical support.  
Wenger (1998) talks about how people find ways around the frustrations resulting from rules imposed by higher levels in an organization.  In this community of practice, the members resort to each other when their working conditions are problematic.  Peer leadership emerges according to the problem and strengthens in areas where and as it is needed.   For example, Mr. Kellogg has become the internal technology expert across the sections of the course.  Providing informal technical support to faculty is not part of his formal job description but, as a core member and peer leader, he is often called on by others to provide technical assistance on an as-needed basis.  Informal collegial access to him and his expertise, they find, is easier than using the formal procedures.  Despite the institutional technology assistance available, there is increasing impatience and annoyance with university technologies that do not serve the program and faculty well.  Mr. Banuck says the thing he likes least about this work is the technology.  It is his view that the university teleconference bridge, which he uses a lot in his role as executive-in-residence, isn’t what it should be.  He asserts that NSU should have much better virtual connectivity and members should not have to, in exasperation with NSU technology, resort to external technology that serves them better. 
If there’s a downside, it’s the technology.  The Internet and private teleconference resources work quite well for faculty team communications but, when it comes to the NSU teleconference bridge, a better and more up to date conferencing system would definitely help (Mr. Banuck).
The university does provide special faculty training for web-based technology interface programs such as Wimba, but the research participants say these programs need to be planned and carried out in a more user-friendly manner with closer attention to actual faculty needs.  In frustration, participants report frequent changes in technology that are not well communicated to faculty and not geared to results. 
We have technology determinism now (Mr. Kellogg).
Administration is not picking the best tools from the array of possible tools.  Technology is getting cheaper and better.  Their choices could be more enlightened (Mr. Banuck).  
These observations point again to the competencies guiding the NMBA616 program and raise practice-related issues that will be addressed later in this chapter and again in Chapter 5 as part of the results and recommendations.
It is imperative that technology supports the people in online education and not the other way around.  During the interviews, and with reference to recent technology problems, some participants expressed concerns about the lack of consultation between the technology department and the instructional faculty in the design and implementation of a new system.  This is viewed primarily as a failure of the management-administration mandate.  In a separate conversation with a relatively new professor, he recounted that before coming to NSU he thought NSU was the world leader in the use of technology for online university education.  His introductory experience however, in contrast to other institutions where he has taught online, is that NSU is falling behind – a situation he finds worrisome for faculty and students alike:  “When people have bad experiences, word gets around.”
Faculty experience with communication technology and online education technology are interdependent.  Technology must he good and faculty must be able to use technology well.  With expansion of online education, it is imperative that faculty have online teaching experience and technology fluency.  As the NMBA616 experience attests, outstanding academic credentials and content expertise do not necessarily translate into effectiveness in online teaching and the facilitation of online learning. 
Where faculty members and the business of teaching global business are concerned, the need for teachers having enough technology expertise sometimes conflicts with program and course needs for the specific content expertise of professionals who may be excellent – and even leaders in their knowledge of and experience in specific subject matter, but not technologically adept or willing to learn the technology to the levels needed to provide effective online instruction.  An example from the course leader illustrates this issue:
We had an amazing person teaching in our team – cosmopolitan, very well connected in the global business community, and one who has written a number of published Harvard Business School case studies, including one used as a methodological framework by a US president.  He was good at distance communication but had difficulty with some of the technology.  Also, he wasn’t convinced that graduate students needed as much attention as the NSU MBA students demanded.  It was a real shame we lost him.  He was an excellent faculty community member, but when his student evaluations were lower than required by administration, he was let go.  In my view, this was the school’s and the students’ loss.  Thankfully, he continues contact with some of us so we still enjoy having him as a resource person (Dr. Barrows).
In an ideal situation the principles of effective organizational management, many of which are reviewed in Chapter 2, should be implemented better in relation to technology development and use at NSU.  Deming’s (2000) Plan – Do – Check – Act Cycle should be useful to create an open system with commitment to continuous improvement.  Commitment to this ideal and its practice would help alleviate the increase in information technology problems experienced by the project participants at NSU.  So, in relation to community membership, identity and status, etc., technology is key along with the ability to use it.  Moreover, it is not enough to teach management and leadership to students; the principles of good management and leadership must be integrated into the institutional forms and its functions at all levels.  These are organizational issues relating to communication where institutional centre and periphery interface.
Communication




The issue of communication was prominent in other discussions with participants about technology in online education.  Historically, people have generally functioned and communicated quite adequately in an embodied way (Bergum 1997; Benner 1994).  Being disembodied in the virtual realm requires making considerable adjustments about social identity, self-efficacy and the meaning of one’s work.  Recent funding cutbacks at NSU have compounded disembodiment for the distributed faculty, reducing face-to-face opportunities for contact to almost nil.  The only exceptions now are when they arrange to meet during their own travels.  “Quite likely this is one of the reasons why the team may not function as well as it once did – because members don’t get to know the other members as embodied persons” (Dr Magnien).  While technology can be seen as a cause of disembodiment, it also has the potential to mitigate such effects when its use is appropriate and sensitively handled.  We can say that appropriate use of technology depends on relational issues having to do with how working at the centre or at the periphery is regarded and managed.
Centre – Periphery
In a manner recalling issues of embodiment and disembodiment, the idea of centre-periphery is relevant to all the research themes and findings.  I include it here in the technology section because the degree to which faculty feelings, of being peripheral or at the periphery, depends to a large extent on sensitive and skilled practitioners having ability to reach out across the distance using technology in one of its many forms.  The internal strength of member-as-peer leadership also helps mitigate potential problems associated with centre-periphery. 
Discussion of matters of centre and periphery appear commonly in disciplines such as geography, sociology, history and politics (Marshall 1998), but do not yet figure prominently in higher education.  A likely reason is that stakeholders in higher education have tended to share a common physical place at a centralized campus.  With the advent of distance and virtual education, however, faculty members, students, and even some administrators are dispersed from the university centre and also need to “belong” (Cremers and Valkenburg 2008).  When hard management decisions are made at the institutional centre and without consideration for the distributed community, those working at the periphery can suffer, including the NMBA616 community of practice.  This is an aspect of technology and its effective management that needs to be understood and improved.  Fostering a sense of community at the periphery is important.  It is a matter of loyalty and belonging as well as an intellectualized managerial and technology connectivity process.  Multiple opportunities present if and when those holding decision-making power plan and balance centre-periphery matters wisely and efficiently.  There is a general sense, however, among those interviewed, that the NSU MBA program is becoming more centralized and now values distance faculty less than it once did.  
I feel that the folks who are not part of the distance learning, but are kind of the hub of the wheel back at the university, don’t appreciate what we’re doing out here.  They don’t live our lives, and I guess we don’t live theirs, although we can understand their experience because we’ve all been in a bricks-and-mortar setting such as they are in.  Sometimes I feel they don’t appreciate our unique position.  Even though the program is largely about online learning I get the feeling they think that what we’re doing is not as prestigious, as well connected, or as effective as the traditional way of doing things.  I think they don’t quite enjoy, understand, or feel the ebb and flow on our side of things (Mr. Banuck).  
Support for distance faculty obviously helps bridge distances.  Interference and lack of support can be problematic.  During the research period community effectiveness was curtailed when (a) resources to those at a distance were decreased or cut off; e.g., when telephone cards, webcasts, training subsidies, travel and conference support were essentially discontinued, and (b) community members were discouraged in their free-flow of email communication by the NMBA program manager because it was taking too much time.  I return to this point later in the section on community function.  Interviews inform that better planning and support is needed to accommodate distance faculty and make their work easier.  The research accounts in Communities of practice: creating learning environments for educators (Kimble, Hildreth & Bourdon 2008) show that adequate support for CoPs is imperative to their effective function.
Aggressive program growth
Probing further with participants about the causes of their growing dissatisfaction, the data indicates that aggressive program growth and apparent decrease in communications are contributing factors, also relating to the centre-periphery divide.  
With more people it is harder to transfer the information needed to keep everyone well informed.  When clear communication does not happen it can be detrimental to optimal community function and irritating to individuals.  Keeping everyone up to date is a challenge (Dr. Barrows).
  
Discussion of solutions to problems includes anticipating the needs of faculty at a distance, planning for more inclusiveness and more effective use of technology in communication.  Expenditures on communication technologies do not seem to translate into commensurate concerns for effective use of technology in communications that could prevent important information from falling between the cracks, build on community resources and reduce feelings of isolation.
Isolation
Isolation is generally regarded in geographic and physical terms.  Isolation can also be social or psychological in nature – or a function of interpersonal chemistry and, in online education, of one’s level of technology expertise.  Working alone from a computer, even though with others who are distributed worldwide, can be very isolating.  On the other hand, some participants claim it is a highly connected environment because, though distant from colleagues, the online environment enables immediate, active engagement with others over great distances.  The combination of synchronicity and asynchronicity accommodates variations in working practices, time and distances, and helps to fill the long gaps between meetings (Macdonald 2008).  It is apparent that feelings of isolation diminish as individuals gain experience working virtually and understand how to use the technology and foster effective communication.  Dr. Arkud explains that he does not feel isolated now but, had he been asked a question 10 years ago about his online experience, his answer would have been yes, he did feel isolated.  Use of internet technology was not so common then and his expertise and experience in virtual education was quite limited at that time.  He goes on to explain that now that he is experienced, he faxes and calls and sends emails or voicemails to people from wherever he is – “London, Rome or wherever, I am totally connected 24 hours a day.  I answer messages while I am travelling.  There’s no time except during flights over the ocean that I’m not connected.”  It is telling that he felt more isolated after the economic demise of 2008 affected him and his business travels decreased.  Though he remained technologically connected, unsettling economic factors exacerbated his feelings of social isolation.
Communicating with team members can provide distraction from isolation – and also relief.  “Although email is not fancy, it does serve people well.  It helps bridge physical gaps and reduces feelings of isolation” (Mr. Banack).  To a large extent the participants view connectivity as a good thing.  “The Internet is the old standby in communications.  You can quickly include everybody who should know something in on an idea.  People tend to be close to their blackberry or screen all the time, and that’s the backbone of our work.  It’s there and it does the job well” (Mr. Banuck).  This comment indicates another value dimension.  While some like to be highly connected, others prefer down times when they are not connected.  Cremers and Valkenburg (2008), in fact, advocate the need for CoPs to take time to reflect and deepen knowledge.  They say a CoP is likely to be more creative and learn more when members take time to think.
Reference is made to isolation-related feelings of anxiety, irritation and sometimes being overwhelmed by problems related to technology and even difficulties related to levels of student performance.  All the participants acknowledge some experiences of feeling isolated.  Ultimately, feelings of isolation and how they are or are not managed at the individual and group levels affect the construction of meaning, identity and community.  Participant methods for dealing with isolation can be organized into descriptive categories describing the need for “communication” and “change in environment”.  Communication methods include:  telephoning others for help, which can lead to friendly visiting, going into the classroom to work or chat with students and writing something up for the course; e.g., an assignment overview or summary.  Changes in environment include visiting with friends and family, touching bases with colleagues elsewhere, and ‘mini-breaks’ such as a walk, a glass of wine or a pause de café.  Some online instructors find it refreshing to have a change of environment from their home offices and use Internet cafes and university libraries where they can work surrounded by books and other people.  Some form of physical exercise is practiced by most of them.  There is consensus that sitting and looking at the screen for extended periods is not good for the body or the mind.  Everyone reports finding exercise and vacations useful and renewing.
The need to find ways to manage difficulties comes up fairly often in the discussions.  It seems that overcoming difficulties is an “identity thing” that members try to manage constructively.  Dr. Barrows explains how she uses visualization techniques to manage difficulties and bolster the construction of meaning for herself and the community she leads:
Ever since I started teaching online I have experienced a sensation of ‘lumps’ when there are difficulties.  When I feel them in my body they can be quite worrisome.  Often they stem from feelings of isolation – being alone and not knowing what to do about something – not having someone to ask.  I have learned to make the ‘lumps’ explicit in my mind.  I picture the lump to ‘soften’ it, and ‘work through it’ in a deliberate and active way.  I have found that by using this technique I am able to manage my way through most difficulties.
Members recognize that many of their ideas for conference presentations and even publications had origins in feelings of isolation.  The actions they took helped overcome those feelings and contributed to the construction of community and their own identities in it.  Ultimately, these actions function in holding the community together.
4.3.3   What holds the community together
participants are emphatic about cohesion factors in their community.  Some find that their common mission is the glue that holds them together.  For others it is the dynamic of the work and the excitement of online education as a new frontier that inspires them and connects them to each other.  Access to what’s happening in the many sectors where the members work can be energizing, providing a unique window on the world.  
Working with people of such high calibre who are in an array of corporate and organizational settings worldwide provides unparalleled opportunities for learning in a community practice (Mr. Cavanaugh).  
Ms. Barton recognizes her quest for learning leadership and the role of the course leader as a binding factor for her.  
The course leader and her leadership are amazing.  She is the reason I’m here.  I fell in love with her style of teaching and the way she reaches out to people.  She’s good at telling you what you could do better and giving you a pat on the back when you’ve done something well.  She reaches out to everyone.
In concluding this section on community, we return to the question of whether or not a group of people who work together, in this case the NMBA616 faculty team, constitutes a community of practice.  Along with the others, Professor Singleton is emphatic about the NMBA616 community of practice:
First of all, we are linked by common responsibilities.  Typically that is what defines a community of practice.  We are more than just an online community.  We have to understand what defines a community of practice.  One way to define the NMBA616 community of practice is people having different stakes.  Some are alumnae of NMBA616 and some of the whole NSU MBA program.  It is a wonderful opportunity for the faculty members and faculty assistants to be a part of a community in the process of knowledge creation.
Not surprisingly, the glue of this community is expressed in ways that range from shared purpose and mission to intellectual and emotional reasons, and value for specific people and their unique contributions.  Values of hope, leadership and collaboration, including peer leadership, are apparent and passionately expressed by the members.  Here are some examples:
It’s hope that binds us together.  The core team is the embodiment of ideals and principles that speak of optimism and positivity – with a core sense of hope and a positive spirit that is filtered and tempered through faculty members who are trained to think deeply and test boundaries in ways that are respectful and do not diminish each other (Mr. Cavanaugh).
The glue is the course leader.  If she weren’t there maybe we wouldn’t be there.  I rely on the course leader for matters of gentle value in NMBA616 faculty, and specifically with NMBA616 students.  The course leader has made the NMBA616 faculty an active community of practice (Ms. Barton).
 It’s the shared interest in the concept of a global community that binds the community together (Dr. Singleton).
It is my observation that the elements binding people together in this distributed, technology-dependent community are tied to the meanings people value in their work, learning opportunities, peer relationships, and ephemeral elements that contribute to hope and shared humanity.  As Wenger (2002) says, learning involves the head and the heart. Theoretically, the symbolic aspects of human interactions contribute profoundly to the community and understanding its practice.
4.4   Practice
The concept of practice evolves from a social context where people who share knowledge and experience in a particular area learn together in order to deal with problems, challenges and opportunities.  In this regard, practice is always social, having tacit and explicit elements.  Tacit things are taken for granted and tend to fall into the background (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002).  In my view practice is comprised of symbols with which people interact and which require negotiation in order for smooth community functions (practice) to occur.
4.4.1   Community function
My research reveals that the online academic participants see themselves as a community comprised of active learners who try to keep abreast of rapid changes in education, theory, technology and practice. The interviews show they commit considerable time and energy to keeping up with developments in global business and how to facilitate understanding of its practice, andragogy (adult education) and the latest trends in communication technologies including practical applications involving technology-group interface.  I also found a close fit between leadership and learning, and that leadership and learning are a function of situation (Hersey & Blanchard 1997; Lave & Wenger 1991, 1982).
Once an individual is formally part of the NMBA616 faculty, informal factors play a part in the community and the way it functions.  Factors such as team, egalitarianism, subject knowledge, practical application, skills and ‘fit’ emerge.  The need for team spiritedness and collegiality stands out.  References to these qualities appear early and often when members talk about their community and the way it functions.  
Everybody’s skills determine where they fit into the particular thing we’re working on     (Mr. Banuck).  
It has been my experience that members are generally at ease in their communications with one another and are committed to working together in non-territorial ways    (Ms. Barton). 
Words like welcoming and cooperation are also used to describe how members work together.  Even though much of what core members say about their NMBA616 experience is positive, there is a dark side and there are things they consider counter to their practice and the spirit of collaboration they value.  Cremers and Valkenburg (2008) refer to interference as ‘disturbance’.  Disturbance can be any action that disrupts community function.  Disturbance issues flow from a number of themes discussed previously – belonging, community expectations, strong community, trust and dissatisfaction.  When these values are contravened, for example in ways that accentuate centre-periphery and interfere with their practice, reactions are strongly expressed.  Dr. Magnien gives an example of what happened to the internal group dynamics when manager- administrators interfered with community function by admonishing that excessive member time was being spent on email communications.  
When outsiders try to tell us how to go about our business, things do not go well.  For a time after the interference, the online group seemed to fall apart.  Tensions arose and the easy trust we knew was put into jeopardy.  Those on campus are able to talk with other people about their practice.  They do not seem to understand that we who work remotely from each other require our own ways to communicate, build our subject and methodological expertise, and dispel feelings of isolation.  They need to understand that we draw energy from each other and our common practice.
Time is needed in CoPs for thinking, experimenting and developing appropriate learning and knowledge products (Cremers and Valkenburg 2008).
Status incongruency is also recognized as disruptive.  The example of using proximity to the centre for special relationships with management-administration is considered incongruent with the way the community functions and its values.  The research of Frank and Keith (2008) recognizes core members and lurkers in CoPs.  The concept of lurkers seems to fit those who teach in NMBA616 but do not actively contribute to the community, or may in some instances work at cross purposes to it.  Lurker actions are not appreciated by the members who regard the practice as having a negative impact on the quality of the collective enterprise.  
By contrast, experience and expertise are stressed as essential elements for community function.  While the expertise within the group is a broad-based resource, it is my observation that there is considerable variation between core NMBA616 members and the others.  This discovery is not unique to this CoP.  Lave and Wenger (1991) use the term legitimate peripheral participation to explain how newcomers progress from novice to full community members.  Islam (2008) speaks about rituals of initiation where members divest old identities as they are apprenticed (socialized) into a new social form and function.  
Some say that international and/or business knowledge, which would be expected in a course about global business management, is not always as well understood and applied as it should be by some faculty, especially those having no business experience in an international setting.  As indicated in the section on status and role, it is clear from what the core participants say that more than academic credentials and content expertise is needed to function well within the community and to facilitate student learning of the subject matter.  
Some of the academics haven’t worked in a business centre.  Some just cling to the text as the be all and end all.  They may be good academically but limited in their ability to apply the subject matter to what MBA graduates need to know now and will have to do in the future (Mr. Banuck).
To assist the development of online teaching skills, the university has a mentoring and coaching program that is operated by a separate ‘Teaching and Learning’ department.  Theoretically, formal mentoring should provide a valuable way to assist incoming faculty members, or even those more experienced, to improve their teaching and online technical abilities.  The experience of NMBA616 faculty who have been involved with the program has not been entirely satisfactory, suggesting that if closer relationships and joint planning existed between the Teaching and Learning Department and NMBA616, the coaching and mentoring program would work much better.  Dr. Barrows explains: “We had a mentor from the undergraduate program which is another part of the school entirely. When a mentor does not understand the subject matter and methodology of our course the mentoring is more confusing than helpful.”  International business and its methods are complex.  Experience cannot be gained easily or quickly.  Knowledge and skills evolve over time and in myriad circumstances.  
Skills mentoring, however, is a different matter from the process of socialization into a VCoP.  Some discussion about international assignments for faculty members was reported, but the possibility seemed to have dimmed when the university’s emphasis turned more to revenue-driven education.  
Reviewing qualities that differentiate core members from the others, it is evident that they share a combination of academic, teaching, technical and international business experience that contributes significantly to community function and overall operations.  I did not ask participants if they would promote methods and functions in the training of communities of practice.  This could be a future outgrowth if this research were to be applied at NSU.
Limitations to community function and operations
My research on boundaries reveals a number of issues and limitations in the research community that extend well beyond the physical, social and skills boundaries initially identified in my research questions.  Limitations include factors brought on by technology, personality (Feist 2002), culture, level of academic preparation (Knapper & Piccinin 2007), status-role incongruencies, and territory or ‘domain’ (Wenger 1998; Jung 1963; Frankl 1963; Freud 1923).  They arise from different ways of engaging with others, different backgrounds, expectations, capabilities and communication styles (Wenger 2000).
Another way of thinking about limitations or boundaries is as barriers to linking people across distance, socio-cultural and organizational domains.  Issues of building and sustaining communities demand attention.  With reference to these variables in NMBA616 there have been highs and lows in the group.  As indicated, technology problems can be especially trying.  Recently members find the technical aspects increasingly inadequate and the quality of technical support reduced to an all time low.   Sometimes there are personality clashes.  Adjunct faculty come and go.  Constant adjustment to moving targets stemming from the management environment and technological change is part of what they do.  The grumbles and gratings that happen when people work together are not surprising, but participants report fewer arguments in their immediate online community than in traditional education settings where they all have experience.  Sustaining community can be a challenge despite best intentions when the frustrations are accompanied by increasing uncertainties about relationships with administrator-managers and possible implications of economic downturn.  Interpersonal tensions unique to online work are recognized.  Sometimes there is ambivalence:  “One day you might think a person is great – that they’re doing a great job with their online work – and the next day you wonder what they are doing and saying and why” (Mr. Kellogg). There can also be unspoken rivalry amongst the adjunct faculty over scarce resources, i.e., available teaching positions (because everyone does not get to teach every term) and remuneration disparities.  In Dr. Sharp’s view, NMBA616 is disadvantaged “because faculty are paid a thousand dollars less per term than in some of the other courses.  Faculty teaching in NMBA614, for example, know that when they teach a section of the NMBA616 class their pay is reduced by a thousand dollars per term.”
Cultural and language boundaries that stem from different socio-economic backgrounds also occur.  Dr. Bell emphasizes the symbolic aspects of these interactions when people communicate primarily in writing rather than by talking.  
The way we write is determined by our upbringing, where we learned to write, who taught us and our own expectations.  Culture affects our language and the way we use it in the online space.
Cultural differences can deter community function, and there are associated faculty concerns about the apparent decrease in student abilities to write at levels expected in graduate education.  Working with those having communication difficulties takes more time and requires that faculty be more attentive to the tone and quality of their virtual communications with students and each other.  Bad tone and writing errors communicate loudly in virtual interactions and can quickly have unintended consequences that can cause barriers to go up between people.  These interpersonal boundary issues are easily sensed by those who are at-ease online.  It does seem, though, that those having the ability to transcend technology challenges through effective virtual communication manage their identity and status and achieve success in boundary negotiations.  In contrast to what is known about practice limitations and boundaries based on status, personality, culture, academic preparation and territory/domain (Feist 2002; Knapper & Puccinin 2007; Wenger 1998; Jung 1963; Frankl 1963; Freud 1923), research about online person or persona is needed.
Academic rankings also create boundaries that promote or restrict individual behaviour in virtual groups.  Mr. Kellogg is an industry manager and doctoral candidate.  He comments that while he feels capable of being an NMBA616 instructor, academic boundaries exclude him because he hasn’t completed the required doctoral degree.  
Goffman’s (1959) portrayal of the world as having front and back stages is helpful in elucidating boundaries that are difficult to determine in the abstract.  NMBA616 members recognize that some recruits convey superiority from their back stages and set exclusive personal boundaries governing what they allow to the front stage of their interactions with others in the community.  Virtual indicators of this behaviour are reported as online aloofness and apparent reluctance to join in supporting community discussion and projects.  Without the cues that come with embodied experience and direct communication, it might be expected that emotion-laden boundaries such as these are hard to detect and/or understand.  It appears this is not the case.  The online instructors seem to have well-developed intuitive ‘antennae’ for indicators (symbols) that run counter to community spirit and signal relational interference.  For example, acceptance of poor student academic performance is an irritation cited by faculty who champion high standards.  Faculty assistants as program alumnae want the NSU-MBA brand to remain high.  In follow-up member-check discussions I learned that tolerance for low student performance accompanied by assigning high grades for work of low quality equates with teaching to student evaluations rather than student learning (Laurillard 2002), and is perceived by core members as contrary to academic purpose and community function.
Closer application of Goffman’s (1959) theory could reveal considerably more about ways in which back stage-front stage contributes to analyses of community function and the learning that happens in a CoP.
4.4.2   Learning
The practice of the NMBA616 community centres on learning in a social context.  While it may be assumed that learning is the domain of students, faculty learning is central to all aspects of their practice, requiring continuous learning about developments in subject matter and technology, gaining online competency.  It affirms that education is life-long (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002).  In contrast to traditional university communication patterns, the NMBA616 educators must be especially innovative in pioneering effective practices.  Being distant from the university centre places them in a social learning mode where they, as technologically dependent on each other, can be equally, or more, current than their counterparts at the university centre. The degree to which they learn how to engage in online knowledge discovery, knowledge creation and knowledge management appears to contribute to individual status within the community as well as to community status beyond the community.
The shift in higher education from teaching to learning, including peer learning amongst educators, represents a paradigm shift that is expressed by reference to knowledge management, knowledge discovery and knowledge creation. At least since Senge (1990), knowledge management has become a subject on its own.  Knowledge is more than an object or entity that can be circulated or exchanged.  A large part of knowledge is implicit or tacit and as such resides in people (Cremers & Valkenburg 2008).  From the interview data it is evident that new approaches to knowledge and its management are an integral part of the social learning experience in NMBA616.  An illustration of this is outlined in the active learning paradigm developed by Hersey & Blanchard (1968), but expanded upon by MNBA616 practitioners to help faculty and students alike identify their fit with regard to knowledge construction and their development as situational learners who actually continuously construct their own learning (see Table 2, p. 35). 
Knowledge discovery and management
Reverting to notions of prestations (as reciprocity) and their function in economic exchange (Olsen 1968; Barth 1967) we encounter a view of learning that is at once more sophisticated than conventional linear models of teacher as a “conveyor of knowledge” and student as a “receiver of knowledge”.  It is useful at this point to view knowledge discovery and management from interaction theories where goals are sought and met through social exchanges when learning extends well beyond individuals to encompass groups and communities of learners as “collaborative knowledge exchangers” (Wenger, McDermott  & Snyder 2002; Parsons 1966).  Wenger (2003), in fact, says that “the key to managing knowledge is connecting experts.”
Dr. Singleton explains the social source of knowledge and its management, and how it extends beyond conventional roles like reference librarian or database manager: 
Knowledge management has communication at its base.  The mission for knowledge management, corporate research, business intelligence and higher education is all the same  –  it’s about interpreting practices and making them accessible to others in the same group or to the general public.  Interpreting and documenting knowledge assets brings structure, order and learning to the chaos of all the information out there.
As borne out by a visit to the online faculty work room containing community-created learning objects, these aspects of NMBA616 community are constantly at work.  But, participating in a designated faculty classroom can be difficult for busy online instructors (including adjunct instructors who often have teaching assignments in more than one institution) who need to balance their time and priorities.  They often cannot devote as much time to it as they might like.  While they regard the faculty classroom as useful, they tend not to use it as dutifully as they know they should.  
Earlier I discussed online education and the explosion of opportunities for learning in the digital era.  This phenomenal expansion of knowledge is accompanied by exponential opportunities for discovering new things and for expanding the ways of learning new things.  Laurillard (2002) calls this “designing for the facilitation of learning.”  Reflecting on the NMBA616 situation and community of distributed learners, Mr. Banuck explains how knowledge discovery within the course itself contributes to faculty and student learning, and ultimately to thought leadership, extending well beyond the course and the NMBA616 community.  Referring to business sustainability, his observations build on the socioeconomic aspects of learning, and anticipate business trends and applications that illustrate the power that sharing ideas has on learning and creating new knowledge:  
There’s a healthy exchange in the group.  About five years ago I started to talk about business and global sustainability.   Some jumped on it and started to add it to the course. A few ignored it.  Some were resistant and disdainful.  There was pushback.  But over time sustainability evolved from a fringe idea to a core business value.  I enjoy flagging things that are going to become part of our future lives.  If I hadn’t flagged sustainability, it would have eventually come forward, but with the group’s interest I was first to introduce this important business idea.
Since those earlier days the NMBA616 community has learned a lot together about business sustainability and the movement to greener business, both topics that have grown apace and achieved an ascendant value in global business.  Reflecting on the role that knowledge creation and management play in how a community of practice learns, Mr. Banuck’s proximity to emerging world trends could have remained at the level of his own observations.  Sharing them with the group, however, kindled responses in others which, when acted upon, converted into a larger pool of understanding having considerably expanded learning and business applications.  At this juncture it becomes difficult to talk about learning and knowledge management as separate entities because they are iterative forces having a generative, creative and dynamic effect to enable those who are involved (Laurillard 2002; Senge 1990).
As a social group the faculty has learned a great deal about sustainability, and learning about sustainability has come to have central focus in the course syllabus.  Faculty and students alike have progressed in the discovery, learning, creation and management of knowledge on the topic of sustainability and its application in global business practice.  Together members have encountered other emerging trends and put them to work in their practice.  “It is satisfying when trends ‘stick’ and stimulate new learning and the creation of new knowledge” (Mr. Banack). 
Knowledge creation
There are theoretical, practical and emotional dimensions to social learning and knowledge creation in the NMBA616 faculty community:
Knowledge creation includes coding and decoding existing knowledge, as participants are debriefed and best practices documented.  It makes knowledge actionable.  This is very important in NMBA616.  Faculty need to understand and students need to learn how to be practitioners in global business. Knowledge creation is also important at the emotional level because it answers questions about who cares about a particular piece of knowledge and distinguishes itself from other specific pieces of knowledge (Dr. Singleton).
In this sense, the emotional component to learning and knowledge creation has potential to disturb and challenge the status quo.  One NMBA616 instructor new to constructivist learning remarked that “this course has no content!”  The members explained the constructivist nature of the course and the way that learning objectives are designed to provide the structure and inform learning.  By using course resources and assignment guidelines the students discover and create the ‘content’ relevant to them, in a process that is interactional and transforming.  As regards virtual learning and teaching, it may seem to some that course materials are loose and unformed.  But, this is believed to capitalize on the way people learn best – as they organize and construct the content according to their own situation and needs (Macdonald 2008; Tapscott 2008; Salmon 2000).  
Shared knowledge and the economics of knowledge 
Participants provide considerable evidence that knowledge creation occurs as an interactive learning process that depends on peer leadership in their community.  Those who reach out and regularly respond to emails or research topics, add things to the faculty classroom, bring new ideas and opinions, or advance conversations that result from email exchanges, are viewed as active contributors in the process of social learning and knowledge construction.  Hoarding knowledge does not help others learn, nor transmit knowledge in the community or expand the knowledge pool.
Going beyond the theorists identified in the literature review, two participants develop the elements of community-based learning further to expand on the relationship between knowledge sharing and knowledge creation in ways discussed earlier.  They reflect on the satisfaction of combining subject knowledge with activities in the learning community where community practice links together in a simple and profound theory of ‘knowledge economics’:  
The nature of the subject matter means that instructors need to model knowledge sharing.  You basically get what you give.  The more you participate the more you’re able to share and understand the fullness of the resources availed (Dr. Magnien).  
The economics of knowledge is the greatest thing.  The whole is greater than the sum of its parts and it is geometric in the way that knowledge increases in a community of practice.  Because of the subject matter, I believe NMBA616 is able to increase knowledge exponentially.  It is more than the contributions of individual faculty members.  It is the knowledge of combining, of being a student with the knowledge and bringing what I have gained from being a faculty member at many different places.  It is being able to demonstrate that knowledge sharing is not a zero sum game.  My giving knowledge actually increases the ability of somebody else to give knowledge.  When you combine these two pieces of knowledge together, it is greater than what started out as just two pieces of knowledge.  This is called ‘sharing knowledge objects’ (Dr. Singleton). 
In terms of learning – as knowledge discovery, knowledge creation and knowledge management – a definition of knowledge emerges that goes beyond Senge (1990) to open new vistas for understanding knowledge and its potential for applications in the digital era:
Knowledge objects are great, so let’s take an example of a knowledge object.  At the World Bank we dug down and classified information and knowledge in terms of where we found examples of each.  What we came up with was classified as ‘knowledge’ if it showed definite value or held useful new information about how the knowledge object adds value to raw information.  So, you can think of data in a different way.  If we put a bunch of data resources together we have meta-data on every data resource.  This can tell how frequently data is compiled, how it is analyzed, where the data gaps are.  With meta-data, we have more powerful data sources.  We can actually create knowledge by creating meta-data (Dr. Singleton).
Probing through the research transcripts, insights can be gained about how economic value can be extracted and accrued from the realms of learning and knowledge creation.  This has a practical application for the NMBA616 community and beyond.  
Summing up, while knowledge management may start out as a systems issue, when it matures it becomes a community issue involving “people and process” (Dr. Magnien).  When knowledge sharing is valued, and incentives are put in place, people are encouraged and likely to do more.  With respect to the NMBA616 community of practice, activities generated by the group and the knowledge products (learning objects) created can be incentivized inside the group and externally.  Both conditions turn on opportunity, recognition and motivation.  As contributions are recognized and formalized through publications (both hard copy and online) and in conference presentations, individuals are validated as faculty members.  Using an analogy from psychology, it is a kind of stimulus response. Given how widespread and diverse the community members are, and having virtually no budget, they have done and do a lot. They have made conference presentations about their work in North America, Europe, Middle East and the Far East, including Australia and New Zealand.  Working in different community subgroups, they have prepared and published several papers. They have gone beyond their job descriptions to create special web-based materials that they share freely with each other and externally.  The faculty assistants prepared and presented to a gathering of the whole NMBA faculty how faculty assistants can contribute to the faculty team and student learning.  Inside the community, syllabus design and redesign continuously evolves to support learning in a changing environment.  Because they want their students to be graduates who are competent in managing ambiguity and unafraid of leading change, they create tools to stimulate confidence in meeting the challenges of increasingly complex times. They call this the ‘rough and tumble’ approach to global business realities. Dr. Barrows explains: 
We’ve worked hard on rough and tumble!  Sometimes our students resist it, suggesting their preference for the more pedagogical approach of the Hersey-Blanchard Quadrant 1 (see Table 2, p.35) where they are taught and where there is a predictable, straight-forward and relatively simple relationship between questions and answers.  But, what good would that do them – or us?  As teachers – actually learning facilitators is a better term – we have to be committed to pushing past conventional ways.  To do our students and ourselves justice we have to push on boundaries in ways that close gaps between theory and practice.  
Confronted with the needs for effective leadership and how to support themselves and their students in learning how to lead effectively, members are thrust back on their own resources and the resourcefulness of each other in providing peer leadership.
4.5   Peer leadership
As portrayed in the literature review, leadership is a compelling issue.  While leadership and management are commonly regarded as closely associated topics (Gardner 2006; Mintzberg 2004; Kotter 1990), this section takes a different direction in its exploration of peer leadership within a virtual community practice.  In contrast to management as formal and hierarchical, and leadership that is associated with special qualities of an individual who leads others, NMBA616 functions with system leadership (Caldwell 2008) or informal internal peer leadership where individuals lead each other in areas of their own expertise.  The community abounds with examples of peer leadership and each research participant in his or her own way resonates the functionality that peer leadership has within the community.
A pivotal question in understanding peer leadership is, “What are we leading?”  
Because the NMBA616 faculty team consists of highly experienced people and is an idea-driven group, anyone having good ideas or topics for discussion can take a lead on that issue by email, teleconference or contribution to the faculty activity room.  Similarly, if someone sees a need or problem and has the expertise to resolve it, that person can take leadership in that area (Ms. Barton).
By definition, the individuals concerned are peer leaders and provide excellent examples of emergent leadership as described by Wheatley (2009) and situational leadership described by Hersey and Blanchard (1986).
It seems that no one sets out to be a leader, but when individuals feed things into the group that have a positive resonance, she or he becomes the pioneer of that idea or practice and opportunities arise to develop and lead it further (Mr. Banuck).    
If you’ve got the confidence of your peers, you are the leader on a subject basis.  Maybe this is a unique way to look at peer leadership.  The originator leads until the issue is resolved or transforms to another level or application (Ms. Barton).
Mr. Kellogg’s major role on the technology side of things is already mentioned.  Since his expertise is in systems and the management of people where they interface with technology systems, he assumes the leadership role when problems arise or members need help.  Dr. Brown is a full professor at another university with extensive experience in international projects leading international study tours.  As adjunct professor in NMBA616, she provides peer leadership based on these experiences. Dr. Carter uses his formal teacher training, legal and MBA knowledge to identify areas where more clarity is needed between the syllabus, assignments and grading rubrics.  In a related way, Dr. Magnien draws on his philosophy background to promote the intellectual integrity and prowess of the course, and his business and legal knowledge to make the course as relevant and practical as it can be.
As can be expected, personalities and expectations differ, and conflicts arise (Harris & Simons 2008).  Fit between quality of work and teaching work style are keys to individual satisfaction and continuity of relationships.  Having deep program experience, the faculty assistants apply their peer leadership abilities in support of relationships that foster social rather than individual learning.  Some of the complexities and peer leadership issues that affect them are explained:
I’ve been paired with fabulous professors, and with others who aren’t receptive to having a faculty assistant as a mentor.  So, each semester I come away with a different feeling in terms of how successful the experience has been (Ms. Barton).  
Some professors are good at seeking us out and realize we’re all linked together.  Some newcomers are not receptive to being mentored by a faculty assistant.  The pendulum can swing in different directions according to the professor (Mr. Kellogg).
Karen has always been a wonderful sounding board, a wealth of guidance if I’m struggling in a class section environment that isn’t what I had hoped for.  That leadership has sustained me through times when it was challenging.  What causes me to stay with this class is the opportunity to have exposure to the topics and thought leadership (Ms. Barton).
When talking with the participants about peer leadership, the terms ‘hierarchy’ and ‘heterarchy’ come up.  Interpretively, whoever is best suited to take charge of a given project is the leader and occupies a type of traditional leadership role for the task and time needed.  Heterarchical arrangements may be well adapted to virtual group settings.  “In a heterarchy the community recognizes that the person with the expertise to inform the rest is leader in that area” (Dr. Magnien).  Adams (2003) argues that heterarchical organizations are preferable to hierarchical, authoritarian ones.  People in heterarchies require some authority structures for special purposes, but value flexible leadership and find that work gets done more efficiently and effectively than in controlling hierarchical structures.  
Dovetailing on the explanation above, NMBA616 members do not find their community is structured hierarchically.  In ‘cultivating their community of practice’ (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002) they have worked out arrangements where people contribute as they can, as they are interested, and as time permits.  On the subject of peer leadership Ms. Barton explains that:
 Members look to the course leader and active core community members for leadership and support.  “On the faculty assistant team it is Vivian and Joseph, and on the faculty team it’s Walter.  Their support varies from a thoughtful response to a question, a new idea, a research topic or what to do about a classroom issue.  
Referring to the core team, she explains that “there are certain people you know will respond and others you know you’ll never hear from.”
The participants explain that peer leadership in NMBA616 is almost always voluntary and that the voluntary actions are ratified by the members.  “The characteristics of a good leader are having vision and the ability to bring vision into being” (Ms. Barton).  In addition to expertise, personal qualities such as patience, empathy and helpfulness apply.  “Faculty assistants lead in their areas of competence, e.g., knowledge of NSU technology, classroom organization, student expectations, and the professors take leadership primarily in subject matters.”  These qualities of peer leadership tie together with insights from the earlier discussion themes of community, practice, identity and meaning.  Drawing on aspects of all these themes, we find that internal community self-management gives rise to peer leadership.  The individuals are active and confident in researching and staying current in their subject matter.  Some keep abreast of teaching and learning trends, others with technology developments, and others with emerging issues in course design for online learning and teaching.  As a group they are confident in their ability to design and deliver their course in ways that meet current standards.  Internal community matters, however, are inextricably bound to external factors having to do with program management, the quality of technology and the degree to which NMBA616 members do or do not have a say in course design and how the technology they must use is developed and applied.  Mr. Cavanaugh explains how the definitional distinction between management and leadership collapses in practice:
It is hard to be a leader without being a manager or a manager without being a leader.   Technology can be a power for those who can use it well.  For example, when using Elluminate technology, you have to manage.  But, more than technical expertise is needed.  You can’t just press buttons.  You have to speak and talk and write and direct the learning.  You have to do all the leadership things at the same time you are managing the technology and the learning.  
While the members are open to working with management-administration and other program leaders on course-related matters, they find it demoralizing when their roles, knowledge and skills are pre-empted and superseded by higher-level decision makers who neglect to explain the underpinning rationale or strategy.  They also find these occurrences, which have happened, counter to good practice in the management and leadership of virtual education.  According to Hansman (2008, p. 300), “hierarchical relationships do not have a place with CoPs.”
Most participant reflections about peer leadership are positive, but other perspectives help balance our understanding.  Dr. Sharp, for example, refers to some status differentials:  
Everyone is a peer, but some are more equal than others.  I haven’t noticed any real differences except everyone recognizes the course leader is the manager.  So she might be thought of as the more equal peer.  The faculty assistants are encouraged to contribute and show peer leadership.
 Referring to the importance of peer leadership in a virtual community of practice, some are outspoken about the differences between internal community peer leadership and external management: 
  It is important to lead when you can and not shy away from opportunities.  We can lead in so many ways:  by how we conduct ourselves, by our behaviour, the way we interact with others and the way we share information.  In a work setting, with the actual title hat on, you can be in a leadership or management position, but it’s a matter of how well you can articulate a business idea and rally folks around you to embrace, understand and move forward.  Management, on the other hand, entails orchestrating, controlling people.  You can’t be successful if you don’t have someone managing things that are necessary to get things done (Dr. Singleton).
As shown in the literature review, leadership functions in many ways.   There are similarities between NMBA616 peer leadership and current organizational thinking that advocates interactive, participation where one person drops an idea and another adds value so the idea can be implemented.  There may be resentment or objection, but ultimately everyone should benefit from the progress that is made.  In the end, peer leadership is a cultivated approach where each person in a group can lead and add value that builds on existing people, resources and resourcefulness (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002).
4.6   In summary 
Chapter 4 presents the findings that result from applying interpretive methods to transcribed interview data provided by the practitioners.  Access to the community, its form and the way it functions was deepened by combining Rapaille’s culture code approach and interpretivist methods.  The more I associated with the members, the more they told me.  Using his 3-stage method seemed to expand awareness of issues for them and yield their deeper explanation of online practice and its dynamics.  Themes and categories were developed from repeated reflective interactions linking the transcriptions and literature review, and refined later in follow-up discussion.  The data analysis of this chapter forms the base for revisiting the research themes in Chapter 5 to provide a practitioner-informed view about community formation and the function of peer leadership in a virtual community of practice.  From the thematic evidence, it is apparent that the foundational elements of a shared community of learning established by Wenger (2002, 1998) and Fullan (2001, 1995) apply in the NMBA616 community of practice.  It is intended that these findings will contribute to good practice by helping those involved in online education understand virtual practice better and become more resourceful in using resources available to them (Nissley 2007).
The data suggests that a strong and functional community can form in a virtual practice setting.  Concluding Chapter 4, it is evident that the participants themselves regard NMBA616 as a community of practice with various comments to this effect summed up succinctly: 
The team is definitely a community of practice.  Everyone appears to help one another.  So much is done in the spirit of cooperation and working together, as opposed to anything that might be considered territorial (Ms. Barton).  
I wouldn’t have any hesitation in saying it’s a community of practice.  It could be improved, however.   But, as it stands today, I think NMBA616 is the best course in the entire program – and I’m not kidding.  It is.  That’s my opinion, having been through the whole program as a student (Dr. Carter).




Discussion:  Keeping the spirit alive
This chapter builds on the previous chapters and derives especially from the analytical material presented in Chapter 4 that reveals the resources and resourcefulness within a virtual community of practice, pointing to tensions existing between internal resources and external forces.  The findings are based on my understanding of the publications I reviewed and my interpretations of the data obtained from the project participants.  The results of exposing the practice community to the research process, and the data to interpretive methodology, yields an account that is as true to the data as it can possibly be given distance, time, budget, observation-by-distance and interpretive limitations. Chapter 5 mentions areas that could have been addressed and provides some recommendations for NSU and other online education programs.  As this final chapter took shape from the extensive data, opportunities for research beyond the scope of this project became apparent and I identify some of them.  The expectation is that what is learned will yield insights useful beyond the study itself and be applicable in other virtual settings.
Research developments in distance education make use of interdisciplinary ideas and methods which, in combination with the use of information technology, facilitates understanding and better analysis of communities, including learning communities (Macdonald 2008; Macdonald & Hewling 2007; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002; Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000).  By exposing the participants of NMBA616 to the interview process and the scrutiny of interpretive analysis drawn from sociology, psychology, organization and education, the discussion in this final chapter provides a more complete picture of peer leadership in the distributed community of practice than if I had relied exclusively on educational inquiry.  
This chapter expands on the findings and on what has been learned in previous chapters as it seeks to account for the internal organization of the research community and analyze forces impacting on the community and its practice.  In keeping with the primary research questions, the discussion embraces the formation and function of a virtual community of practice in combination with the emergence and function of peer leadership in a distributed virtual community.  Looking primarily at the dynamics within the community, it is found that external forces increasingly exert pressure on the community in ways not always consistent or well understood.  It is clear that balance needs to be sought and continuously adjusted in support of the community and its functions.  
5.1   A fine balance
Core members are committed to cooperation and do all they can to keep the spirit of community collaboration alive despite significant changes in their practice environment.  Despite the strength of their internal organization, their identity as a community and what they have created together can persist only to the extent that the larger institution allows.  Shared learning is practical only to the extent that it is meaningful to their own personal identity and efficacious to the continuity of their community-based forms of practice and learning.  
Here I pick up on the point made in Chapter 2 about the importance of the organization-human interface.  Interpretation now turns to the social aspects of the human-management-technology interface in the form of a social learning model.  It expands on the literature to date and applies existing concepts to virtual community practice.  With specific reference to the research questions and what the participants say, I have adapted and expanded the Wenger (2007) model (previously presented on p. 36) to encompass a social perspective of management and technology as external dimensions that impact on the virtual community.  These are forces which – for good or bad – affect the attitudes, possibilities and practice of the members.  In the process of cultivating communities of practice organizations can seriously hinder community development (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002 p. 154), especially when communities of practice and their potential to contribute to the organization are poorly understood and not actively supported.  What happens inside a virtual community, or any community for that matter, is truly known only to the members in their interactions one with another.  What transpires may be dual natured, informal and regarded simply as the way things are done, as well as formal, intentional and geared to organizational requirements.
The adapted and expanded version of Wenger’s framework portrayed below represents the extent to which the core members of the online global business management course, NMBA616, constitute a community and construct practice, including how identities are formed, and meaning is sustained and enhanced, or thwarted and limited.









Ultimately, the study reveals management technology as both an internal facilitator and an external driver and limiter to the NMBA616 community.  As long as there is clear, close and supportive communication between management and the faculty, management can be a facilitator to the community.  However, when management acts unilaterally, it becomes an external force impacting on most, and limiting many, aspects of the community.  Eicher’s (2009) view about managerial “omnipotence” applies when control becomes a driving factor and the need to manage is based on ‘knowing more than others’ or on driving member practice by fear inducing methods and avoidance of mistakes.  Learning in practice can be thwarted in these conditions.  The effects of the external forces can be understood better when they are exposed to critique by revisiting the NMBA616 community and its practice.  Before further attention is given to how major external forces impact on the community, I will attempt to balance the discussion by focusing on a review of issues internal to the community and exposing the ideas to the theoretical scrutiny of social interaction theory.
5.2   Learning in practice
In Wenger’s earlier work (1998), learning was tied to experience.  In his more recent understanding (2007), learning is viewed as social, consisting of individuals (community), their activities (practice), their experience (meaning), and their growth and development (identity).  By probing the culture codes presented in the participant accounts, it is possible to discern how relationships form in the virtual community and how they respond in positive or negative ways to new approaches to learning, knowledge creation and change management.
It can be interpreted from what the participants say that learning and leadership in online community practice has practical and theoretical implications related directly to the internal and external forces.  Application of social interaction theory reveals that core members want to do their best in respect of each other and the institution.  Internally they seek to balance their activities with the ways in which externalities influence them.  This is challenging because members, by virtue of being dispersed and highly connected, have access to extensive research and practice assets based on their current experiences and informed by what emerges in countries and disciplines worldwide.  They continuously learn in a practice that is discontinuous and with content that is exploding.  Wheatley (2009, 2004) and Tapscott (2008) make it abundantly clear that old forms of bureaucratic management do not work in these chaotic conditions and emphasize people’s abilities to learn and lead in ways responsive to the mix of risk and opportunity.  At this point, the domains of education leadership and change identified by Fullan (2001) apply in ascertaining what is at stake inside a distributed community of practice (see Table 3, p. 36).  
5.3    Inside the practice:  distributed leadership
The transition from conventional views of educational leadership to a distributed form of leadership, where peers learn and change together at a distance, encompasses domains of education leadership identified by Fullan (2001) and are discussed under the subheadings below.  
Coherence of teaching and learning.  The NMBA616 research participants regard their group as a distinctive community of practice, integrated with but different from the other MBA courses in the NSU-MBA program.  The global reach of NMBA616 subject matter and the dispersed physical locations of the members sets them apart.  Their commitment to situational and constructivist learning also distinguishes them from the other courses which, in their view, are designed more at the “teaching” (Quadrant 1) and “coaching” (Quadrant 2) stages of the situational learning model (Hersey & Blanchard 1968) .  As the first of the two-part capstone experience, it is the belief of NMBA616 faculty that students should be well on their way to independent learning, and able to integrate, synthesize and replicate new material with what has been learned earlier in the program.  NMBA616 is therefore designated as being in the third and fourth quadrants of the situational learning paradigm, with students enabled to engage in constructive learning and develop their professional independence.  
In this regard, philosophical and practical tensions between the pedagogy of teaching and the andragogy of learning (Connor 1997; Knowles 1975) surface, along with the apparent need for the MBA program as a whole to be more intentional about its ability to produce graduates who have the competencies outlined for each course of the program and needed to move students through the program to ‘employment readiness’ on graduating.  
Knowledge creation and sharing.  The activities undertaken by the NMBA616 faculty identify them as a community of practice where knowledge is created and shared.  Collaborative activities are a hallmark in all the CoP research I consulted (Macdonald 2008; Wenger, MacDermott & Snyder 2002; Wenger 1998; others).  For example, members worked together in various groups to redesign the syllabus from a course extending over 14 weeks into a compact 10-week course.  The fact that members shared so much in common and had learned to work well together on smaller projects made it possible for them to accomplish this major task as efficiently as possible, given the many factors beyond their control.  They co-produced common learning objects such as weekly overviews and summaries to guide the learning of some 350 students each semester (about 1400 students a year) across as many as 20 course sections.  They pooled their ideas and experiences to write, review, present and publish conference papers.  They also helped each other through demanding technical challenges stemming from decisions made far beyond their scope of influence, decisions that affect them and require significantly more of their time and effort than expected. 
Relationships.  A number of indicators illustrate the community of practice as a web of relationships extending over time among people, activities and domains (Lave & Wenger 1991).  Working together evokes a sense of relationship through which self-efficacy and personal identities are supported and from which professional confidence can grow from the experience of belonging (Kanter 2004; Bandura 1986).  Several members make opportunities to meet and socialize during business and personal travel.  They found ways to support each other in their regular jobs outside NSU, they welcomed new babies into the world, cheered colleagues whose children graduated from universities, and comforted those who experienced sickness and the loss of family members, friends and jobs.  In several instances they found ways to encourage, support and inform each other through the unexpected economic downturn of 2008-2009.  Communities and relationships – as resources and resourcefulness – are formidable when available to organizations and learning (Wheatley 2009; Nissley 2007; Fullan 2001; Bandura 1986).
Moral Purpose.  Moral purpose entails values, trust and shared meaning among members.  It is relational (Creed, Zutchi & Ross 2009) and requires “relational engagement” (Bergum & Dosseter 2005) that goes far beyond ethics as a formal discipline accompanied by ethical codes.  It is intentional, engaged, and caring of other people, the subject matter, how learning occurs, the parent institution and other stakeholders.  Moral purpose is committed to a quality learning environment at all levels, including the impersonal technologies selected to support learning.  In this regard, moral purpose is a broad theme that is ripe for study and new applications in higher education (Graham 2002), an environment that is increasingly seduced by the market and market forces.  Moral purpose engages the whole person; it is nurturing of the space between people, ideas and systems.  Moral purpose provides a compass for understanding and managing change.   
Understanding change.  Theoretically, this item leads back to Fullan (2001) and his claim that change should be a function of learning communities in higher education.  
During the research period, things were relatively calm and stable within the university and the community.  However, indicators of change were beginning, and by the end of the writing up stage, additional member-check meetings with core members illustrate the degree to which NSU institutional and NMBA616 program changes are happening.  The university is adjusting its direction and the program pillars seem to be shaking.  One could ask, will the NMBA616 community of practice survive?  Significant change is likely, and it may not survive in its current state.  What the members have created, however, in terms of their relationships and abilities to work together, is likely to endure.  Through shared learning the members have grown extensively in their knowledge and skills.  What they have learned together is unshakable in terms of strengthened identity and the forging of meaning across time and space.  While I began this work with a degree of scepticism about community formation in a virtual environment, evidence contributed by the participants indicates the extent to which strength and support can be gained in a virtual community of practice.  In this regard, my views about communities and virtual communities of practice contrast with those of Wheatley (2009 personal communication) who contends that communities cannot be virtual.  Strengthened by the amalgam of individual identities and community resources transposed into a larger and more flexible and compelling entity, it is unlikely that pressures beyond the community can or will destroy the relationships that have formed.  As pointed out previously, processes and procedures can be controlled, but people and relationships cannot be managed.  Viable communities have dynamics of their own.  The gains made by individuals in a CoP are transferable to new organization settings – or new forms of the existing organization.
5.4   The research as stage for final interpretation
Returning to “research-as-stage”, the major themes, starting with community, continue to inform the findings and open the elements of this final “act” in ways that draw the work together and suggest recommendations as well as ideas for further research.
Community.  As we learn from Cohen (1985), the community and everything conceptual or material about it has a symbolic dimension and therefore provides constructs for thinking, organizing and making meaning.  From the NMBA616 participants, we learn how the group functions and how a group of individuals can mature into a community of practice.  The emergence of a core group helps maintain member commitment and keeps the community alive.  Internally, the members as peer leaders foster a common vision, provide interpersonal support and create cultural tools that can serve as community identifiers and be used to create and share learning objects (Kline 2007).  Shared knowledge can in turn be leveraged to manage weaknesses and strengths within the community.  Shared knowledge also helps to foster consistency, prevent disruption and, in as much as possible, contribute to stability if and when disruption occurs.  When there is need for special attention to problematic areas inside the community, corrective actions can be taken that lead to appropriate change.  
Identity.  A social community can be understood in terms of personal, professional and collective identity.  Use of interpretive methodology helps to bring that experience to the foreground by elucidating social interactions from within, rather than observing them from the outside in (Bergum 1997; Benner 1994; van Mannen 1990).  At either level or stage, identity is premised in social interaction and constructed by way of social acts (Merleau-Ponty 1962).  “Identity in practice is defined socially not merely because it is reified in a social discourse of the self and of social categories, but also because it is produced as a lived experience of participation in specific communities” (Wenger 1998 p.151).
Communities of practice are a ‘home for identities’ (Kahan 2004; Wenger 1998).  This is brought out in Mr. Kellogg’s comments about the community, its values and the relationships of the core members.  
Some of us have been working together for years and really enjoy each other.  Given our geographical locations, distance doesn’t really make any difference.  We stay in this environment because we enjoy each other, our communications and the work. 
Whether the sense of personal identity is strong or weak, it affects and is affected by all the other elements of life and how an individual functions in a social setting, virtual or not.  Individuals will remain with the community and contribute to it as long as their identity is supported by opportunities for learning, personal growth and professional development (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002), or as long as the parent organization continues in a manner that is meaningful to them and makes their practice community possible.  
Meaning.  Meaning is foundational to community and practice.  Core NMBA616 members exemplify that they are their own little community.  In the interviews the participants demonstrated varying degrees of self-efficacy and confidence in confronting the challenges of their complex virtual environment.  The members are purposeful in fostering peer leadership in a distributed way.  
The importance of meaning and meaningful work surfaced repeatedly in the interviews.  Based on the evidence, the practice binds members together in a community of meaning that extends well beyond their work together in the course and enhances their identity in their lives beyond it.  Probing how individuals experience meaning and what they make of meaning in their work yields a special kind of insight that does not provide certainty or truth but leads to understanding people and their situation better.  These points are also made in works by Bergum (1997), Capra & Steindl-Rast (1991) and Frankl (1963).  Exploring participant views in this project brings an expanded understanding about the meaning of social learning in online education which, in my view, approximates a learning-based theory of the social order.  Because learning is fundamental to the social order in which we live, theories and accounts about learning are also theories and accounts about social order (Wenger 1998).  
Working together as a virtual community, members are constantly involved in a process of negotiating meaning (Wenger 1998; Cohen 1985) – about the community, about each other and about themselves and their work – and even about continuing relationships in altered conditions.  Whenever changes come about or are introduced, the combination of meaning and identity must be renegotiated in response to new circumstances requiring new social interactions.  As Cohen (1985) informs, social interaction is essentially the transaction of meanings.
If people do not find the community or its practice – or their practice within the community – meaningful, their participation drops off, or they drop out entirely.  This is not to say, however, that the end of given employment conditions in one organization would bring an end to relationships and a community that has attained a gestalt of its own.  At this point we can distinguish between a community of practice and a community of people, but this analysis does not proceed to the latter.
Practice.  Despite tension and turbulence, as well as distractions due to the challenges of technology, connectivity and institutional direction, accounts provided by members of the NMBA616 faculty indicate that the community of practice sustains them in their work, at least enough for the time being.  From a structural functional view (Fortes 1970), which makes good sense to use at this point, the members and their work would be significantly different without the community of practice.  At the same time and as suggested above, it is surmised that the members have knowledge and skills to link and assist them beyond NSU and the NMBA616 environment.
Practice is a learning process.  Practice is also a knowledge-generating process.  Once a strong community of practice has formed, individuals may take on other relationships and functions beyond the original community of practice.  But it is within the specific community that policies, procedures, institutional relationships and structures become operational, and where informal and formal activities ideally come together in a meeting of  “the official and everyday” (Wenger 1998).  
Recognizing the conjoining of formal and informal, the participants attest emphatically to the practice aspects of their collectivity.  They refer to the value of learning from and with one another.  They also learn about change and how to manage it as they interpret and reinterpret their understanding of their subject (global business) to create knowledge about the nature of learning and teaching.  Involvement in online education is thus mediated through peer experiences, and supported or conflicted by management and technology.  Negotiating and renegotiating the practice with colleagues, it appears, is central to moving from tacit to explicit understanding of that practice and during the research period contributes to professional development through social means that foster and support peer leadership.
Peer leadership.  Given the distributed nature of their community, the dynamics of the NMBA616 subject matter, and their work in a virtual environment, the issues of being peers and peer leadership are central to the ways in which work is planned and done.  Being ‘peers’ does not mean ‘sameness’.  Likewise, being in a group does not mean that everyone is part of the ‘community’.  Members may be new and/or veteran, and they may regard their status and role in either well or poorly developed ways.  There is sometimes evidence of status incongruency which, when observed, makes it possible to determine who is an active community member and considered as having core status.  This project did not examine reasons why some of the NMBA616 faculty members appeared disinterested in engaging in core community activities.  Research examining why some people choose to remain aloof could be a worthy and informative undertaking.
With the exception of the course leader, and one faculty assistant who lives in the NSU area and attends meetings, many of the other core members have no experience on the main campus or with central administration offices.  Including the course leader, they are located remotely from management and generally left to their own resources and resourcefulness to do their work.  Nonetheless, they have exposure to an expanded world through the eyes and experiences of each other.  In these circumstances members as peers rely on each other for leadership.  Herrington’s (2008) work on CoP space, resistance and identities indicates “a growing consensus that a particular kind of freedom [is] obtained by having an informal steer from someone with no managerial role in relation to the members (p. 195).  Each individual needs to ‘step up to the plate’ and lead from his or her own area of expertise.  While considerable knowledge about peer leadership and its resource potential is gained in this study, my view is that the threshold for understanding peer leadership and distributed peer leadership in particular, has scarcely been crossed (Bolden 2009).  Identifying the domain is but a beginning in opening a vast resource having exceptional utility for virtual education, especially in times of economic and resource scarcity.
5.5   Forces impacting on community and practice	                                                           
Since the beginning of my doctoral program in late 2002, there has been a dramatic increase in virtual education and exponential expansion in the amount and kinds of online technologies available.  The result makes education potentially more competitive, more cost effective - and more vulnerable.  It is not surprising that institutions and their managers see enrolment and financial opportunities in the expanding technological and digital environments.  As opportunities and new involvements expand, it is critical that appropriate intellectual, managerial and leadership capacities are in place.  In times of change, it is easy for managers to fall captive to what they know best; for example, attention to procedures that reign people in and try to control them (Juran 2003).   As Bush (2009, 2003, 1999) warns, managerialism (management) that stresses procedures more than purpose and values, can be dangerous.  To counteract this tendency, effective educational management must align the purposes and operations of education for changing times in ways that provide institutional direction, faculty support and effective communication.  As the NSU-MBA program grows, vigilance is necessary to combat the possibility of managerialism and, as indicated by participants, the unfortunate effects of technology determinism.  Applying organizational theories in the improvement of managerial practice and educational change appears to be more important than ever (Wenger 2005; Fullan 2001).
With regard to technology, members are emphatic that technology needs to serve internal customers very well.  If it does not, the technology comes to be seen as time consuming, frustrating and even manipulative.  When a technology is introduced by administrator-managers without involving those who will use it most directly, that technology detracts from the community’s form and function and can be an irritant that contributes to the loss of group morale and effectiveness.  Managerialism and technology determinism can also undermine community-sufficiency and erode the sense of meaning that the university, the program and even the community have had.  Faculty members can feel marginalized by pre-emptive management decisions involving the introduction of inadequately tested technologies, especially when they adversely affect them and their practice.  This predicament is acknowledged in respondent accounts of their difficulties with specific technologies such as Connect, Breeze and Wimba.  The technology that was supposed to help them was impossible to use predictably and in some cases had to be abandoned.  It was extremely frustrating for those having good business technology at their primary workplaces to encounter technical problems in the university setting.  It is reputed that the worst of all possible situations is when the university technology and management departments do not accept the fact that there are problems.
The exponential growth in online resources, activities, events and courses stemming from the revolution in communication and information technology profoundly affects teaching and learning.  Exponential use of other Internet technology and web-based activities is apparent in online education and learning practice in the forms of blogs, webcams, videos, on-line learning supports and other technologies (Jaschik 2009; US Department of Education 2009).  While these facilities are readily available, and NMBA616 community members know how to use them, a number of technology constraints apply in their practice; e.g., setup time, linkage breaks between the time of setup and classroom use, the changing expectations of students and more.  Matters having to do with distributed workload, including the adjustment to shorter NMBA term length,  make it more difficult to introduce, use and evaluate the array of digital tools available.  Participants report that the appetite for technology-based learning objects has changed considerably in a very short period of time.  What was once novel has quickly become commonplace.  At the same time NMBA616 faculty members are more sophisticated about technology.  They make more demands of it and expect to apply their knowledge in the decision making concerning the technology they will use.  They find it profoundly disappointing when management decisions are taken without consultation with them and consideration for the wellbeing of the program they have helped to build.
At the beginning of 2009, NMBA faculty members were exposed to a ‘phased-in rollout’ of a new learning platform for which they were little prepared.  As time went on it became clear that the technology had not been adequately tested.  Lack of communication between the technology department and end users (faculty and students) in planning the technology was extremely stressful for the practitioners.  Additionally, the position of administrative-management appeared to proceed with the new technology regardless of the human costs involved.  The need to spend unexpected amounts of time on technology workarounds had profound and deleterious effects on the community and its practice.  Peer support continues but in ways that appear to be directing members’ attention externally, including their options elsewhere should their experience at NSU become untenable.  The effects of management and technology are taken up again and expanded upon as part of the discussion about opportunities for further research.
5.6   Critical assessment
Given the overlapping themes and content of the research I often had to take stock of where I was and where I was going in order to assess my progress in relation to the purpose, theory and methodology underpinning the research questions and the masses of data I had obtained.
In the early modules of my doctoral studies, I observed that much of the published research literature in higher education, including more recent online education, had to do with students. In contrast, relatively little attention is directed to the experience of teachers, and even less to the leadership experience of faculty members who work together in online education, are distributed worldwide and dependent on digital technologies to do their work. Accordingly, and as this project demonstrates, I decided to focus on faculty experience in virtual higher education.  This thesis helps address the need for more teacher/faculty-based research that explores management and leadership in online settings and especially in online communities of practice.
Referring to expertise as a resource with the community, comments flowed freely and indicate the value of different perspectives brought in by faculty members who have lived elsewhere, and especially by those who bring business expertise and cross cultural competence to the practice setting.  Core NMBA616 members observe that those with business practice abroad also bring distinct value to the community that is informed by encounters with socio-political situations and economic conditions outside the USA.  
Even without the advantages of visual or auditory cues, online workers become adept at sensing the constant changes in the online environment.  As shown in the preceding pages, with rapid expansion of technology, work in virtual education is markedly affected.  People learn at different rates.  They have varied access to technology and differing expectations of coworkers.  It could be that in the future enhanced social networking technologies will impact the online community in positive ways that can strengthen virtual communication (Cisco 2008; Anderson 2008).  It is likely that as technology becomes more complex and available, and the NMBA616 community grows, new areas of opportunity and dissatisfaction will emerge.  It could also be that inadequate communication technology, in combination with other factors, will contribute to the demise of the NMBA616 community and influence its members to go elsewhere.
With respect to community practice, there can’t be a community without having common elements that hold it together.  The binding agents in a virtual community however  are expressed in ways that range from shared purpose and mission to intellectual reasons and the unique contributions of specific people.  Values of hope, leadership and collaboration, including peer leadership are apparent and expressed quite passionately by members.  
Using symbolic interaction and social learning theory in combination with interpretivist methods helped me proscribe the reach of my analysis. Given the institutional and social context of the project there were many other community of practice areas to examine.  Virtual communities of practice are similar to those in face-to-face groups that develop into a true community of practice.  Here is where we need to review what moves a group of people into a community of practice and anything that may be especially necessary and different in a virtual community of practice.
5.7   The relevance of theory to practice
Self-efficacy – Community-efficacy
We find that self-efficacy (Bandura 2008, 1997, 1982, 1977) is core to professional success and leadership of all types and at all levels.  And confidence, like self-efficacy, is a key factor in leadership (Kanter 2004).  Both qualities are necessary to challenge and support individuals as they attempt collaboration in an organizational environment.  At the outset of the project I expected that NSU NMBA616 faculty members as peers would demonstrate varying degrees of self-efficacy and confidence as they undertake the responsibilities assigned to them.  What I did not anticipate is the extent to which collective, community efficacy is also operative (Bandura 1986) and stands as a theme inviting more research.
Focusing on the accounts of the faculty members and the ways in which they demonstrate identity (Wenger), self-efficacy (Bandura) and confidence (Kanter) within a context consisting of management, leadership and peer leadership (see Table 1, p. 32), it is possible to make a case for the convergence of social psychology and organization theory.  
I propose that with further research about the form and function of communities in virtual space and discontinuous times, future studies will reveal new possibilities not envisioned in this research.  Given the strength of virtual community practice experienced by the core NMBA616 members, it is likely they will push their experiences in new ways and into virtual places extending well beyond the boundaries of the research period.
5.8   Opportunities for further research
There are a number of areas for further research suggested by this thesis but also beyond it.  Who people are and what they are becoming is linked to identity, efficacy and confidence, both at the individual and community levels.  Examination of confidence shows how it empowers individuals to manifest leadership usefully and meaningfully in their daily lives and helps them manage change (Kanter 2004).  Such examination also indicates that individuals having self-efficacy, and communities having community-efficacy, are found to be more resilient, more responsive, more creative and flexible (Bandura 1986, 1982). 
The social aspects of leadership are compelling.  They comprise areas of specialized interest for additional research in virtual education.  Virtual communities are not dissociated from politics, and delving into the transcript discourse shows areas having political implications that could be explored.  Future research may find that political dimensions are part of community experience and influence meaning (Backhaus 2006).  Power is a related CoP area that I was unable to address in this research.  I do want to mention though, that power and political relationships have been identified by other CoP researchers (Harris & Simons 2008; Wenger, McDermott & Snyder 2002).  The themes and categories that emerged from this project suggest that further research would yield additional insights about power and political issues, as well as generate ideas for understanding their influence in asynchronous Internet-based education.
Returning to meaning within community, I was drawn to ponder external influences, for example the matter of work-life balance. All the participants talked in one way or another about competing demands on their time, including the increasing uncertainties appearing in their technology-mediated work environment. At the same time, they expressed that 'management' expects more and more from them without providing the opportunities for the professional development they feel should be forthcoming in their professional environment. The dominating effect of external forces emerged rather late in the process of analyzing the data and writing it up.  Technology became problematic first, and then, as the pace of change escalated, managerial issues elevated.  More thorough study and analysis is needed than is possible at this stage.  
In respect of symbolic interactionism, I drew primarily on my interpretations of what the members said about the social aspects of their work and relationships.  In-person interviews would definitely add more immediacy to the interpretive process, because further observations could be made of body language and other cues.  Future work could pick up on the material aspects of online culture (Tyler 1881) and probe the symbolic interactions of virtual workers with their technology.
Drawing on my increasing understanding about the ways in which management decisions and technology implementation exert pressures on the community, it would be prudent for research-based information such as this to be valued in strategic program planning and implementation.  Questions arise and should be systematically examined about technology as an imperative, and about management as 'managerialism' - where the emphasis is on procedures and centralizing control more than on management as a support to learning (Bush 1999; Thomsen, Straubhaar & Bolyard 1998; Sapir 1929; Whorf 1956).  Mention of these interesting and related areas has the potential to distract rather than add at this point to the research objectives.
To gain further perspective on important areas, I returned to discussion with some of the core participants in March and June 2009 after the main data collection and analysis periods were completed.  With regard to management, it was observed that faculty had been shunted into using technologies which they consider underdeveloped, inappropriate and awkward.  Comments reveal knowledge about better technologies available, and reference the need for faculty involvement with management in planning and leading change (Fullan 2001).  Dr. Magnien advised that the university management and its technology department could learn a lot from online games and social networking:  
In virtual games people become so intently involved that they engage with each other several hours every day.  Games work because group members do things together.  They use voice-over Internet communication and can see each other doing things on the screen. They have off-line conversations as well. Online games and social networking are real-life situations requiring commitment.  People don’t develop the same levels of trust in virtual education because they’re only in periodic asynchronous communication. 

Applications from the virtual games sector and better understanding of social networking phenomena might reveal valuable possibilities for effective online education (Backhaus 2008; Anderson 2008; Tapscott 2007).  Economies of scale also need to be carefully addressed.  In its efforts to be profitable, NSU ramped up the speed of its developments and grew very quickly.  It may be advisable in the institutional strategy to reintroduce a better balance in growth, size, quality and retention.  
5.9   Recommendations 
Given the timeframe and limitations of the study, the findings of this investigation apply to the sample studied, but recommendations emerging from it may apply beyond NMBA616 to other online education situations.
Referring to how change and leading change are shown by Fullan (2001) and Wenger (1998) to be core to the mandate of higher education, the significance of change and growth at NSU, and within the NMBA616 community, cannot be overemphasized.  Recommendations for improvement and change management are therefore fitting and have an action component.  A good thing about recommendations is that when they are in written form they can be reviewed by those who are in a position to assess and possibly implement them.  Likewise, the process of peer input, peer review and self study underscores the wisdom of evidence-based practice (Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2000) and can ultimately contribute to the recognition of what does and does not constitute good practice, including recommendations about the application of good practices.  The need for practice and decision making to be informed by the best evidence available is therefore undeniable.
The issues raised by the research participants show the NMBA616 community to be an ever evolving, emergent entity where the need for balancing its practice is a recurrent concern.  The recommendations that follow are based on specific suggestions from the members and reveal that community and practice issues are intertwined and inseparable from each other.  
1.  Use the human resources available to the fullest extent possible; engage the willingness and goodwill of individuals and the group in ways that liberate the community’s resources and engage member resourcefulness to the fullest extent possible (Wheatley 2009; Nissley 2007).  Ensure that local and distance faculty members are treated equitably and have the same degree of access to administration-managers.
2.  Integrate technology and education in the best ways possible.  To do so requires that frontline faculty users have early and ongoing input into changes in technology.  Maximize the use of technology to achieve educational goals.  This is a value-added undertaking that requires moving from ‘people vs. technology’ to ‘people plus technology’.  NMBA616 faculty members have shown themselves to be highly informed about how technology can enhance communications, learning and innovation.  They have also shown their peer-based ability to manage complex organizational, learning and teaching matters from their various places in a distributed environment.  Building on their knowledge and skills prevents resistance, frustration and costly mistakes at the front-line user and implementation levels.
3.  Demonstrate trust for employees, their professional backgrounds and expertise.  Acknowledge and reward individual and community management in sincere ways that emphasize appreciation for their contributions.  Be confident in the knowledge that faculty members will do their best and will reach out for help if, where and when it is needed.  Management-administration should give faculty members extensive opportunities to exercise decision making competency at the course level in ways aligned with the program mission, vision and strategy.  Effective communication and trust in management-administration and faculty relations generates goodwill that encourages faculty to peer-organize and lead.  In contrast, as institutional administrators become more distant, the university strategy less well understood, and funding for special initiatives decreases, faculty morale is negatively impacted.
4.  Encourage knowledge work and knowledge workers in ways that support virtual workplace effectiveness.  Recognize and reward individuals for the value they add to online education resulting from their understanding of a work environment beyond traditional time and place boundaries (Crandall & Wallace 1998; Senge 1990). 
5.  Practice participatory management by being visible, interested and supportive at every opportunity.  Respect processes and techniques developed within the community of practice and resist top-down inclinations to give advice.  Invite adjunct professors and faculty assistants to all online faculty meetings. Whether or not they attend, it is important that they feel welcome to participate and have first-hand information about decisions affecting them.  The data suggests that the online community of practice works most effectively when the members interact with one another on the basis of need and are left relatively free to adjust the course and its activities based on internal group resources, student needs, subject matter and learning approach in the context of well laid out strategic institutional directions. 
6.  Communicate new institutional strategic directions to all faculty members in a transparent manner.  Provide opportunities for open discussion about changes and adjustments for the ongoing success of online education.
7.  In order to continue the capture of the rich and diverse faculty expertise, management-administration should budget for face-to-face meetings at least once a year.  This is likely to result in significantly increased levels of commitment and quality of work by adjunct professors and faculty assistants who work at a distance.  Adequate support for professional development and subject area revitalization through conferences and training events should also be provided.  While online faculty development courses are useful they are not enough.  Face-to-face experiences are needed sufficient to meet faculty needs for professional growth.
8.  Engage external consultants periodically to conduct focus group research that reveals what faculty are experiencing and thinking.  This research should be undertaken in a manner that assures faculty members their input is valued and their views – if other than positive – will not be held against them.  Apply research findings to ongoing practice.

5.10   Conclusion 
The key point in concluding this work is that I have added to Wenger’s CoP model in order to conceptualize an online community of practice.  I have combined it with an application of Fullan’s framework of educational change, showing how distributed peer leadership forms and functions in a virtual practice community.  Interpretive methodology helped to evaluate the symbolic interaction of data and inform understanding about virtual community of practice and what it means to its practitioners.  Most specifically, it contributes to understanding how peer leadership emerges and is supported or constrained by external forces, particularly management and technology.  To my knowledge this is the first such study in an online MBA setting.  The research is a unique contribution to the understanding of peer leadership, and especially in a virtual community of practice.  
Consistently, we see that individuals inhabiting a community of practice recognize their community as distinctive, separate and identifiable from other groups.  It is in the community of practice that the continued relevance of knowledge, skills and routines are adjusted to meet circumstances (Wenger 1998).  It is also in the community of practice that competencies are preserved and passed on, and new competencies are developed.  
With reference to the managerial wisdom of understanding and promoting the community of practice model, including support for peer leadership, there is likely to be considerable resistance in organizations which are unfamiliar with collaborative organizational styles.  The power of communities of practice can be strong and enduring when they operate in environments of trust (Wenger  2002).  Where organizations adopt and fully engage the peer leadership approach there are additional benefits:  management can relinquish considerable control and divest itself of considerable workload.   
My findings show that when peer leadership is encouraged the development of leadership skills is enhanced.  Importantly, there can be a positive spillover effect in other parts of the organization.  It appears that when faculty members are committed to active learning and collaborative constructivism they can harness resources in remarkable ways that can benefit the students as well as managerial and operational sectors of higher education.  When virtual teachers become more interactive they not only demonstrate increased skills in peer leadership amongst themselves but can apply their knowledge and skills to help students develop their own student-directed peer learning.  Suggestions emerge from the practitioners about what their influence on administrator-managers could be.  By tapping into community resources a wealth of expertise could be provided for the planning and development of a stronger organization.  
From the interviews, it is apparent that the participants operate on several professional levels - as teachers, as learners, as business practitioners and as theorists.  While considerable insight has been gained from them about teaching, learning and practice, they could also add new theoretical understanding in the form of ‘community confidence and efficacy’.  Early in the thesis the concepts of individual confidence and self-efficacy were examined for their relationship to the development of a community of practice and peer leadership.  In discussion with NMBA616 community members, the concepts of “community confidence” and “community efficacy” emerge when group members reflect on their active involvement in knowledge acquisition, knowledge sharing and knowledge relationships.  Individual and group confidence thrives – as does the ability of individuals and the group to share new knowledge and skills in relationship with others:
People rely on colleagues who value ideas and are able to articulate them effectively and share them with everyone else.  People are attracted to those who provide something which, in turn, contributes to professional confidence.  You cannot have community confidence without action and building (Dr. Carter).
It is in this final process of reviewing what has been learned that I am able to discern the relevance of community efficacy as a theoretical construct (Bandura 1986) worthy of attention, application and development.  Here again the notions of centre/periphery and internal/external apply.  In institutions of online education there is much to be gained from discarding practices that value what happens at the centre more than at the periphery.  Likewise, it is prudent for organizations operating in the digital era to concentrate on inclusive values which minimize notions of internality and externality (Tapscott 2008).  In Hodder’s (1982) view, the widespread exchange of community artefacts within an organization contributes to social relationships, creates feelings of common identity and supports shared meaning.  Using the theories of symbolic interactionism and social learning, a community, its artefacts and its attributes are scaleable; they can be interpreted and built upon in ways that strengthen relationships in support of community (and organization) identity, common purpose and shared understanding.  
Professional expertise abounds in the NMBA616 community of practice.  The community members demonstrate their ability to manage the course, its artefacts, routines and techniques and they are confident about their ability to share beyond their own group.  They have community efficacy.  At the same time, however, and working in virtual space that is peripheral to the institutional centre, they are subject to administrative decision making which recently appears to be increasingly centralist.   Consequently, community confidence and community efficacy are affected.  
Nearing the end of the project, it became evident that changes in the university’s directions are impacting the core community and the way it functions.  A faster-paced and more revenue-driven environment that is more geared to student recruitment and retention is of concern to the NMBA616 community members who wonder if educational quality is falling prey to profit making and customer-driven student demands.  While the community members I re-contacted are still committed to each other and their work, their morale is suffering.  They report there are fewer rewards – tangible or intangible – and they are obliged to be less active.  Faculty members are becoming uncertain about institutional directions and their own future.  Some report they are already seeking employment elsewhere. 
At the conclusion of this research process and analysis, I believe communities of practice and virtual communities of practice are a valuable resource for many organizations.  It appears though that there needs to be an appropriate fit between organizational style and the possibilities to benefit from the community of practice approach.  Progressive, open-style organizations seem well suited to a community of practice approach, but it is questionable if CoPs can have a viable place in increasingly centralized, hierarchical institutions such as NSU.
Though it has been said in a number of ways in this thesis, it bears repeating that who we are and what we are becoming is constructed symbolically through identity and meaning at both the individual and community levels.  In a farewell to this study, Goffman’s (1959) analogy of the theatre applies to the NMBA616 community.  It illustrates how roles and status are negotiated and how peer leadership is played out in the human social setting of a virtual community where faculty members negotiate roles derived from personal identity and self-efficacy in community with others.  As a consequence, community-efficacy can and does emerge.  It can also wane.
Online education is not for the faint of heart, nor for those who cannot work in isolation.  It takes a great many skills and abilities to successfully negotiate relationships in virtual time and space.  This project and the interpretive analysis presented here attempt to explain how peer leadership emerges in a specific virtual community of practice.  By efforts that involved sequences of interview, literature review, writing and review, the thesis is an interpretation and portrayal of community, meaning, identity, practice and peer leadership amongst a group of educators who are distributed worldwide and connected by technology, mutual interests, relationships and knowledge creation.  
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Appendix I:  Research questions, Stages I, II and III
Questions emerging from the literature review and previous experience:
 Organization of the research questions
CommunityTo what extent does the delivery of an online global business management course by a faculty team at an American university constitute a community?PracticeHow is practice constructed and what establishes that which transpires within the practice? Peer LeadershipWhat is the nature of the relationships between members of a faculty team engaged in the delivery of an online global business management course at an American university?Management and leadershipWhat are the roles adopted by members of a faculty team engaged in and through the delivery of an online global business management course at an American university.IdentityHow are the identities of a faculty team engaged in and through the delivery of an online global business management course at an American university?Virtual domainTo what extent does learning occur or not occur in an online global business management course at an American university?RecommendationsTo what extent can the faculty team of an online management course at an American university be better constituted as a community of practice?ChangeDoes what is learned in a Community of Practice contribute to change? If so, how and what change?Community of PracticeTo what extent does formal CoP theory apply to the research community?  Is it a CoP?	Questions for Participants
(See Appendix II)Phase IThe questions prepared for and directed to participants are organized around:  communities of practice (include domain, community and practice)           - virtual community of practice               -  peer leadership. Questions are designed in an indirect, non-theoretical way so as to generate participant accounts in a social learning environment.  Participant questions are followed by references to the theoretical issue they represent (e.g., domain, community, practice, agency, identity).Phase IIOnce the main data collection and analyses was complete, it became apparent from conversations with participants that management-driven technology changes at the university centre were impacting the virtual community in ways that made the members feel increasingly peripheral.  Accordingly, I returned to 5 key participants to understand better the impact of management and technology as external factors.  

        Appendix II		
Questions from the literature review and based on experience	Questions posed in interviewsInterviews based on Rapaille’s Culture Code (2006)
Community of practiceWhat makes a group of people a community of practice?  Do people think, “let’s become a community of practice”, or do these communities evolve in a way that is at first unconscious? What brings satisfaction to the members? What do they find most difficult? How do they identify and address feelings of isolation and engagement?  How do members negotiate their resources and expertise to improve their practice and foster change? In the absence of an official mandate, what keeps the members of a community of practice together? 	Stage ICommunity of practiceCan you comment on the NMBA616 faculty as a team and its formation…- Community- DomainTalk about things that bring dis/satisfactionAre there feelings of engagement/isolation?Comment on resources in the group (use)Comment on expertise in the group (use)What provides the glueWhat generates activity
Peer leadershipWhat place does peer leadership have within the group and how does peer leadership emerge?Where does the peer/peer-to-peer leadership in online groups of educators fit?	Peer leadershipAre there any status differentials?Getting going within the group ….                                Bringing your own strengths forward …
Management and leadershipAre management and leadership the same? Are there variations of management and leadership that can be used interchangeably?	Management and leadershipComment on management and leadership – same or different?  Probe for active/inactive; centre/periphery.Agency / Domain
Virtual domainGiven the virtual domain, where do faculty team members look for leadership support?           Given the virtual domain, how is work done?How do they relay on one another for help within their own community of practice?How do they share competence and expertise?What makes the ideas flow?How do individuals ‘learn together’ in a globally dispersed team?Do the members of the community recognize geographic and social boundaries?What comprises ‘front stage’ in virtual education settings, and what are the ‘back stage’ regions in the peer relationships?  How are these domains/areas managed on a situational basis?How do they come to have shared understand and document it?Are there identifiable leadership patterns within the peer relationships in this virtual community – and, how do individuals help one another?  How does communication flow amongst the members? What communication tools are used? What patterns and rhythms emerge in their interactions?  How do the group members come to have confidence in one another?  What are the indicators that they do have confidence in each other?	Virtual domainHow does work get done?Where do you/team look for leadership support? Identity/domainHow does learning happen?Explain reliance, competence and sharingComment on boundaries: social/physical/skills …Goffman talks in language of the theatre with its front  and back stages; I wonder if this analogy applies in a virtual place …A drama piece has many roles and types of interaction – what about the virtual group of the class?Technology is fundamental – how does communication flow; are there any tools that help or hinder?Any patterns and rhythms to help communication?Confidence in others … important? Indicators?
Recommendations, etc.
Can the lessons learned in this study be applied more broadly to the epistemology, methodology and theory of peer leadership in an online education community of practice?	Recommendations, etc.
Any recommendations, contributions to theory, practice? E.g., peer leadership?Online community of practice?

Stage II: Respondent reflection from interface with and reflection on interview questions that were e-mailed to them.






How does management affect a community and its practice?
What impact does management have on the identity and experience of its members?TechnologyHow does technology affect a community and its practice?What impact does technology have on the identity and experience of its members?
		Appendix III:  Categorical overview of management, 				     leadership and peer leadership
Category	Management	Leadership 	Peer Leadership
Mandate	Official.  Staff appointed formally to set/achieve institutional agendae. Responsible for planning, budget, staffing, program. 	May include managerial elements.  Establishes direction.  Develops a vision for the future, along with strategies to achieve the vision.  Aligns staff.	Occurs amongst individuals who work together on a common task. Official in sense of hired to do work.  Unofficial in re/forming the ways of working together.
Formation	State-mandated, institutionalized presence. 	Emerges situationally according to leader vision, attributes and abilities. 	Not a new organization entity but emerges from members based on opportunity, needs, expertise. 
Operations	Operations according to well laid out rules.  Controlling, top-down directives.  Problems addressed according to formal procedures.  Environment may be stagnant, controlling or progressive.  Communication through bureaucratic channels. 	Motivates/ inspires members to overcome resource barriers to change by engagement.   Ability to see beyond present and integrate functions. 	Limited need for management. Uses member knowledge and skills to foster situational leadership inside the group (community of practice). 
Organization	Organized according to bureaucratic structure and rules.  May be stagnant, controlling or progressive.  Execute agendae. Delegates authority; sets policies and procedures.  Establishes monitoring methods and systems for implementation and evaluation of plans. 	May be a function of bureaucrat management or, depending on the individual leader, to break new ground in response to changing circumstances and new opportunities. Mixed communication styles (bureaucratic and/or informal).	Self-organized.  Does not have start and finish dates.  Forms as group members develop themselves based on tasks, goals, expertise and understanding of what the practice is about. 
Function	Functions to achieve institutionally-established outcomes.  Based on bureaucratic structure and function.  Organization operations.  Achieve outcomes.	May be based on bureaucratic structure and function, or on individual expertise in response to external/internal opportunities.  Leadership in support of organization or beyond.	Self organize.  Based on expertise and participation.  Flourish when learning fits organizational environment, needs and opportunities.  Voluntary domain within or across organization units.
Membership	Members defined by official status.  Distinct physical place, office, perks, headquarters, etc.)	Attributes based on individual and interpretation of role along with style brought to role.	Defined in terms of knowledge, skills, and contribution to group.
Purpose	Program (curriculum) delivery, resource allocation and achieving outcomes.	Visionary.  Sees beyond conventional, personnel and domain content.	Continues as long as it serves group and individual purposes. Can function beyond institutional base.  The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.




Research Participants by pseudonym, credentials and professional experience
Faculty Instructors (AP = Adjunct Professor)Dr. Walter Magnien – PhD, LLB; Philosopher, Lawyer  and Business Executive (AP); work experience in Germany, UK, North America and global domainDr. Peter Fowler – PhD; Economist and Corporate Consultant (AP); work experience in Australia, Canada and USADr. Clyde Carter – PhD, JD Law; MBA International Business (AP); work experience in Romania, Ukraine, Turkey and USADr. Susan Bell – PhD; MBA, Economist, Writer, Corporate Consultant (AP); work experience in Japan, Denmark, Wales and USADr. Andrew Singleton – PhD, International Relations; MBA; World Bank Professional, Knowledge Management (AP); work experience in Japan, Russia, France and USADr. John Sharp – PhD; NSU MBA Course leader in Operations Management, Professor, Career Military; work experience in Japan, Germany, UK, Vietnam, and USADr. Mike deFeo – PhD; Education; International Project Officer (AP); work experience in Austria, Germany, Japan and USADr. Karen Barrows – PhD; Course leader; Global Business (Professor); work experience in Africa, Asia, Europe and North AmericaDr. Catherine Brown – PhD; International Affairs and Project Management (AP); work experience in various African countries, USA Dr. Anton Arkud – PhD; MBA (AP); Organization and business educator; Corporate finance and legal officer; work experience in Italy, UK, Turkey, Argentina and USADr. Art Cavanaugh – PhD; MBA; (AP); work experience in Australia, Asia and USAExecutive-in-ResidenceMr. Martin Banuck – MSc. Agricultural Economist, Diplomat, Sustainability and Business Expert; work experience worldwideFaculty AssistantsMr. Joseph Kellogg – MBA, MIS; Technology Manager for private company, Doctoral candidate; work experience in Ukraine, Israel, USAMs. Vivian Grant – MBA; Federal Security Officer; work experience in France and USAMs. Julia Barton – MBA, MIS; Investment Officer; work experience in France, Middle East and USA, Argentina
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